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Dedication

To every little “brown girl” who had a dream that seemed impossible to accomplish but
overcame life’s challenging circumstances to become a “Strong Black Superwoman” fully
capable of saving the day. …I SEE YOU!
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Abstract

This Black feminist narrative study explores how colorism informs the Black Superwoman
persona and how that relationship impacts the professional identity development of Black
women. Colorism is the act of differential treatment based on skin color (e.g. light to dark). It is
an ongoing phenomenon within the African-American community, with roots that extend back to
slavery. The Black Superwoman persona is the character of a black woman who has taken on all
major responsibilities inside and outside of her home with minimum support. Five AfricanAmerican women were interviewed for this inquiry. Each was between the ages of 40 and 65,
held a higher-education degree and lived in an urban area within the tri-state (Tennessee,
Arkansas and Mississippi) region. Through a narrative analysis of the participants’ data, five
themes emerged: (1) perceptions of the strong black woman, (2) characteristics of the successful
black woman/strong black woman, (3) childhood experiences as motivation for success, (4) the
role of female models in the formation of superwoman, and (5) race and the self. The overall
finding from this study indicates that despite the participants identifying small instances of
colorism, it did not seem to impact their professional identity.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Aggregating the results of multiple measures, a picture emerges of an expanding number
of Black professional women in the United States. The National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) reported in 2018 that during the 2013-14 academic year Black women as a group earned
the highest percentage (64) of bachelor’s degrees, outdistancing all other groups both male and
female. Also, according to the NCES (2018), from 2009-10 Black women earned 68% of
associate degrees, 66% of bachelor’s degrees, 71% of master’s degrees and 65% of doctoral
degrees awarded to Black students. Add to that picture this: the National Coalition on Black
Civic Participation: Black Women’s Roundtable (2014) reports that between 1997 and 2010
Black women led all women groupings in the nation in the number of business startups and
revenue growth.
Black women are one of the most educated groups of individuals in the United States, yet
there has not been much research in the educational psychology field on the professional identity
of this particular group. Although there is much diversity among Black women, the Black
superwoman is a persona/narrative that many personally embrace. And/or they know someone
who embodies what it means to be a strong Black woman (Abrams, Maxwell, Pope & Belgrave,
2014). The superwoman syndrome – Black superwoman syndrome or the strong Black woman
syndrome – is a phenomenon that African-American women often adhere to and/or contend with
in their everyday lives (Abrams et al., 2014; Huddelston-Mattai, 1995; Woods-Griscombe,
2010). The driving force behind this phenomenon is the idea that as a Black woman one must
take on all major responsibilities at work and in the home without complaint (Huddelston-Mattai,
1995). During slavery, Black women had to take on the roles of “caregivers,” “providers” and
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“nurturers” within the homes of their slave masters and employers while simultaneously taking
on those same roles inside of their own households. (Huddelston-Mattai, 1995; WoodsGiscombe, 2010). Throughout history, Black women have also had to compete against negative
stereotypes about their nature and character. Among the most common of such stereotypes are
Jezebel (hypersexualized), Sapphire (overly aggressive) and the Welfare Queen (lazy) (Collins,
2000, 2004; Harris-Perry, 2014; Jerald, Ward, Moss, Thomas & Fletcher, 2016; Nelson,
Cardemile & Adeoye, 2016; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
To combat these negative images/stereotypes, Black women have often chosen to
highlight their strength and capabilities through the promotion of the “Strong Black Woman”
persona (Black & Peacock, 2011; Harris-Perry, 2014; Lewis, Mendenhall, Harwood, & Huntt,
2012; Nelson et al., 2016; Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Woods-Giscombe, Robinson, Carthon,
Devane-Johnson, & Corbie-Smith, 2016). Through her research on how this persona may affect
the physical health of professional Black women, Woods-Giscombe (2010) theorized that there
are characteristics that describe the Black superwoman: 1.) The obligation to manifest strength at
all times, 2.) Obligation to suppress emotions, 3.) Resistance to being vulnerable or dependent,
and 4.) The determination to succeed despite limited resources (Woods-Giscombe, 2010;
Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016).
The adoption of these Black Superwoman characteristics has yielded positive and
negative results for professional Black women. By subscribing to the Black Superwoman
narrative, Black women chose to highlight their strength and perseverance through all
circumstances (Lewis et al., 2012). This idea of being strong positively influenced the ways in
which Black women were able to care for others while also maintaining their ability to achieve
high accomplishments in different areas of their lives (Nelson et al., 2016). Reynolds-Dobbs,
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Thomas, and Harrison (2008) found that professional Black women that are viewed as
embodiments of the “Superwoman” persona also are perceived as friendlier and more dedicated
workers in the workplace.
However, by taking on everything for everyone, Black women are simultaneously
subscribing to the narrative that they are strong enough to handle large amounts of stress. This
super-strength posture ultimately leads to various adverse issues for this group of women
(Watson-Singleton, 2017; Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016). Research has
shown that although Black women feel strong, the mindset of having to do everything for
everyone often leads to high levels of selflessness. Such feelings of selflessness often lead many
to feel powerless relative to the expectation of taking on many roles and responsibilities at one
time. And, that gives way to feelings of depression and anxiety (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007;
Harris-Perry, 2014; Watson-Singleton, 2017; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016). According to
Reynolds-Dobbs et al., (2008), professional Black women are viewed as people who can literally
do it all, working twice as hard as their counterparts with less support.
In addition to the superwoman persona, colorism continually impacts Black women’s
psychosocial and professional wellbeing. Colorism is the act of differential treatment based on
skin color (i.e., light vs. dark) and it is a phenomenon that has been perpetuated within the
African-American community since slavery (Bodenhorn, 2006; Hunter, 2002; Kerr, 2005;
Thompson & Keith, 2001). In general, colorism has a more negative effect on darker-skinned
individuals, especially women (Thompson & Keith, 2001). Colorism impacts women in the areas
of self-esteem, educational attainment and employment, as well as marital status (Harrison &
Thomas, 2009; Hannon, Defina, & Bruch, 2013; Hunter, 2002, 2007, 2015; Thompson & Keith,
2001). Research has shown that darker-skinned African-American girls are three times more
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likely to be suspended from school (Hannon et al., 2013; Hunter, 2015). Lighter-skinned
African-American women have more advantages in the areas of marriage, academic attainment
and employment because lighter skin historically has been associated with more positive
characteristics (Hunter, 2002, 2007; Wilder, 2010).
This Black feminist, narrative inquiry study explored how colorism impacted the lives of
Black women who subscribed to the Black superwoman narrative. It also explored how the
relationship between colorism and the Black superwoman narrative influenced their identity,
specifically their professional identity. Professional identity often shapes the ways in which
people view themselves in regards to their career journeys.
The Black superwoman narrative has been shown to impact the lives of professional
Black women through their physical and mental health. Colorism is an underlying phenomenon
that throughout history has had an impact on the educational attainment and employment of
Black women. The area explored by this dissertation was how these constructs influenced the
professional identity of Black women. Two of the initial questions were: “How are these women
that ascribe to this narrative conceptualizing their professional identity?” And, “Are the
underpinnings of colorism affecting the ways in which these women govern their lives?”
Most of the research on the Black superwoman phenomenon has been conducted within
the health-care arena. Those studies examined how the Black superwoman phenomenon/strong
Black woman schema affected the physical and mental health of Black women (BeauboeufLafontant, 2007; Black & Peacock, 2011; Watson-Singleton, 2017; Woods-Giscombe, 2010;
Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016). This educational psychology dissertation seeks to add to the
research surrounding the Black superwoman persona by exploring how colorism informs the
Black superwoman syndrome and how that relationship influences the professional identity
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development of Black women.
To explore the phenomena, several theories were used: Black feminist theory (Collins,
2000), identity theory and social identity theory, gendered racial identity (Jones & Day, 2018),
leadership development of African-American women in higher education (Davis & Maldonado,
2015), and the Kaplan (2014) dynamic systems theory.
Black feminist theory was the main theory that informed this study because it gave the
researcher the space to conduct a study primarily centered on the experiences of Black women.
Black feminist theory employed certain standards, for example, the premise of a shared common
knowledge (Collins, 2000). Black women share a common knowledge surrounding the
happenings and experiences of Black women as a community. This study used that premise as
one of the focuses for constructing the interview questions and throughout the analysis process.
Using tenets from identity theory, social identity theory and gendered racial identity
theory throughout the data collection and analysis stages helped set the foundation for the
construction of a potential Black women’s professional identity model. Using the leadership
development of African-American women in higher education themes, and the dynamic systems
theory, also set the foundation of exploring the professional lives of Black women. Each of these
theories/models had tenets that allowed for the construction and exploration of what could
become a Black women’s professional identity model. Each of these theories/models informed
the interview questions as well as the analysis process for this study.
As a Black woman personally experiencing the colorism-Black superwoman issue, I was
interested in exploring this phenomena for two reasons. I wanted to examine whether there were
consistent experiences across the landscape of women surrounding this idea of being a
superwoman. Secondly, I wanted to explore how other Black women were dealing with the
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effects of colorism. Many of the conversations I have had with other professional Black women,
or Black women who are still on their education journeys, centered around the feelings of having
to be perfect while literally taking on the outside world.
Statement of the Problem
Black women – as already established in this study – are leading all other groups of
people in the areas of new business startups as well as obtaining higher-level degrees. There is
research showing how the narrative of the Black superwoman can be both a positive and
negative stereotype for Black women in the workplace (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). The
positive element reflects Black women with the opportunity to align themselves with a role that
showcased their strength and ability to achieve success despite their circumstances (Lewis et al.,
2012; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Another positive aspect of this
narrative was that it allowed Black women to combat negative stereotypes that have plagued the
Black women’s image for decades (Collins, 2000, 2004; Harris-Perry, 2014; Jerald et al., 2016;
Nelson et al., 2016; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). On the negative side are the adverse effects of this
narrative on Black women’s physical and mental health. Many women reported that because of
the magnitude of their responsibilities they often felt unsupported and stressed mentally
(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Watson-Singleton, 2017; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016).
Acknowledging the existing research on how this narrative affects Black professional
women, the current study sought to explore how colorism informed how the Black superwoman
phenomenon influenced the professional identity development of Black women. Colorism is a
cultural phenomenon that has generated negative for Black women for decades (Hunter, 2002,
2007, 2015; Kerr, 2005; Thompson & Keith, 2001; Wilder, 2010). Research has shown that – in
the areas of educational attainment, marital status and employment – colorism has caused a gap
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between lighter-skinned Black women and darker-skinned Black women (Harrison & Thomas,
2009; Hannon et al., 2013; Hunter, 2002, 2007; Raybov, 2012; Thompson & Keith, 2001). And
while research has shown that there is a link between the Black superwoman persona and how
Black women cope with their lives, this study sought to plow new ground regarding how
colorism may also be a factor in the ways in which Black women developed their professional
identity.
Purpose of Study
For this study, I interviewed five African-American women who lived in urban areas
within the tri-state region of Tennessee, Arkansas and Mississippi. I did so knowing that
previous research has shown how the Black superwoman persona can yield both positive and
negative effects on the lives of professional Black women. In the workplace, women who
ascribed to this persona were seen as friendlier and able to “get the job done.” However, they
were also expected to handle twice as much work with little to no support (Lewis et al., 2012;
Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Previous research has also shown that
Black women took on this “superwoman” persona as a way of combating the negative
stereotypes that portrayed Black women as lazy and overly aggressive within the work place
(Collins, 2000; Harris-Perry, 2014; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
In the field of colorism, previous research has shown how this cultural phenomenon has
had a negative effect on the lives of Black women in the areas of educational attainment and
employment (Harrison & Thomas, 2009; Hannon et al., 2013; Hunter, 2002, 2007; Raybov,
2012; Thompson & Keith, 2001).The purpose of this Black feminist narrative inquiry study was
to explore how colorism informed the Black superwoman persona and how that relationship
influenced the professional identity development of Black women.
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Research Questions
The research questions that guided this dissertation are:
1. How does colorism inform the ways in which Black women adhere to the superwoman
syndrome in their professional lives?
2. How do the effects of colorism influence the ways in which women who ascribe to the
Black superwoman persona build their professional identity?
3. How is colorism a factor in the formation of a professional Black woman’s identity once
she reaches a certain level in her career?
In the following chapters, I present the inner workings of this study. Chapter 2 details
the theoretical framework and literature review. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology,
methods of data collection, and analysis for this study. Chapter 4 is an examination of the
findings and representation of the data and Chapter 5 discusses the conclusions, implications,
limitations and future research.
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Chapter 2
Theory and Literature
The theories/models that guided this dissertation are Black feminist theory (Collins,
2000), identity theory and social identity theory, gendered racial identity (Jones & Day, 2018),
leadership development of African American women in higher education (Davis & Maldonado,
2015), and Kaplan (2014) dynamic systems theory, which will be adapted to fit the Black
superwoman schema.
Theoretical Framework
The first part of this section focuses on the macro level theory, Black feminist theory, and
then the mid-level theories that informed this dissertation.
Macro Level Theory
I used Black feminist theory as the macro level theory to guide this dissertation. Black
feminist theory is a way of thinking, doing, living and believing that goes against the dominant
culture. Black feminist theory goes a step beyond feminism and Afrocentrism to explore how the
intersection of race and gender gave Black women a unique way of viewing the world around
them (Collins, 2000). Black feminist theory does not take away from feminist theory; rather it
builds upon feminism in nuanced ways to speak to the experiences of Black women.
Some of the basic tenets of feminist theory also apply to Black feminist theory. For
example, there is the feminist theory tenet that deals with “the economic status of women and
issues associated with women’s global poverty” (Collins, 1996, p.12). This tenet focuses on
issues such as educational attainment, employment issues and property rights, which are all
issues that Black feminist theory explores as well (Collins, 1996).
Other feminist theory basic tenets that also apply to Black feminist theory include:
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●

The basic political rights of women – such as voting, holding offices – and
exploration of the violations of these rights (Collins, 1996).

●

Marital and family issues such as marriage and divorce laws, child custody
policies and domestic labor (Collins, 1996, p.13).

●

Health issues and reproductive rights of women globally (Collins, 1996).

Black feminist theory seeks to explore and examine how all of these issues affect women
of color (Collins, 1996).
There were a few assumptions within Black feminist theory that I had to specifically keep
in mind while conducting this dissertation because, in my opinion, they constitute the basic
foundation of Black feminist epistemology and are pivotal for capturing a valid representation of
the experiences of Black women.
First, I stayed keenly aware that two types of knowing have been essential to the survival
of Black women: knowledge and wisdom (Collins, 2000). As Black women, we must know the
difference between something that we can acquire knowledge of and gaining wisdom through
our experiences to understand how to survive the inner and outer workings of society as the
subordinate group (Collins, 2000). An important value is put on concrete experiences that
involve Black women because it is through those experiences that a shared knowledge base is
created that allows Black women to relate with other Black sisters (Collins, 2000). According to
Black feminist theory, it is through their concrete experiences that Black women create their
understandings of how phenomena work, even if they did not have specific words to describe
their experiences.
The next assumption involves the idea that connectedness between Black women forms
from the use of dialogues when assessing claims of knowledge (Collins, 2000). Within the
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African-American community, connectedness is formed through the many different channels in
which Black women engage in varied types of dialogues with each other (Collins, 2000). These
dialogues consist of different spontaneous verbal and nonverbal responses and are similar to the
“call and response” dialogues in which each individual person is contributing to the conversation
in a way that forms a sense of understanding and connectedness between the two individual
Black women (Collins, 2000). In this study, the call-and-response type conversations yielded a
bonding process that allowed the participants to express their experiences in a comfortable
manner.
During my research, I also had to stay attuned to the three interrelated components of the
ethics of caring associated with Black feminist theory. The first component is “the emphasis
placed on individual uniqueness” (Collins, 2000 p. 215). That emphasis on the individual’s
uniqueness served as a reminder that even though Black women belonged to the same
ethnic/gender group, each individual had a unique personality, style and life. This uniqueness
adds to the group without individual expression impinging on the expressions of others (Collins,
2000). This component was crucial to this study because I wanted to make sure that each
individual participant’s unique experience was represented in the way that she felt was an
accurate representation.
The second component that made up the ethics of caring concerned “the appropriateness
of emotions in dialogues” (Collins, 2000 p. 215). Under this component, emotions are seen as a
necessary element to show that the speaker in a dialogue actually believes what she/he is saying
(Collins, 2000). The development of the capacity to feel empathy (Collins, 2000) was the third
component of the ethics of caring. This component was essential to this study because when
dealing with a difficult subject or topic, most Black women will feel more comfortable opening
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up if they know that the other person is able to understand their plight in a way that evokes
empathy (Collins, 2000).
The last assumption that I kept particularly in mind was the ethics of personal
accountability (Collins, 2000), which assumes that individuals are accountable for their own
knowledge claims (Collins, 2000). When assessing an individual’s claims about personal
experiences, that person’s values and beliefs are also being assessed as well (Collins, 2000). The
principle is this: as individuals make claims about their lives, a central core set of beliefs guide
their view of the experiences and thought processes behind their actions; and it is all personal
(Collins, 2000). To properly conduct this dissertation, I had to keep these assumptions and tenets
in mind when I interacted with my participants.
Black feminist theory also guided how I analyzed my data and how I represented my
findings. I took extra steps to ensure that the participants’ uniqueness was preserved and that I
was representing them in their preferred light. I detail those steps within the methodology and
methods of data collection section in Chapter three. I wanted this dissertation to be a
collaborative effort between myself and the participants. Black feminist theory provided the
framework to make that happen.
One of the reasons I have chosen to study Black women is that Black women are an
under-researched group and I wanted to add to the body of scholarship. Reflecting on why I
wanted to conduct this study particularly on colorism and the Black superwoman phenomena, I
think about one of the key themes Collins (1991) wrote about in Learning from the outsider
within: the sociological significance of Black Feminist thought. Writing about key themes in the
forming of a Black feminist thought, Collins noted that “Black women possess a unique
standpoint on, or perspective of, their experiences and that there will be certain commonalities of
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perception shared by Black women as a group” (Collins, 1991, pg.37). I have actually seen this
theme come to life in my own research.
When I first was exposed to the topic of colorism, I found it fascinating how different
Black women, who have never met, shared similar experiences. At the outset of this dissertation,
I desired to highlight this issue in a way that would showcase my participants’ experiences. Their
“truth” is constructed through their lived experiences. Black feminist theory provided the context
to explore their “truth” and has given them the opportunity to make sense of everything.
Mid-level Theory: Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory
Identity theory and social identity theory also informed this dissertation and ultimately
helped with the formation of a Black women’s professional identity model. Within identity
theory, an identity is formed through the process of identification (Stets & Burke, 2000).
Through this process, the self is able to identify itself in ways that relate it to other social
categories (Stets & Burke, 2000). For a professional Black woman, these social categories could
include: career, being a woman, being Black, etc. …The individual is making meanings of who
they are in regard to their social roles and interactions with others (Burke, 1991). Also, within
this categorization process, individuals take on roles within their social context and incorporate
the meanings and expectations of those roles into their daily lives. The process of adopting these
roles guide and dictate the behavior and standards that individuals use to navigate within their
social world (Stets & Burke, 2000).
For a professional Black woman, taking on the role of “superwoman” would include
accounting for the characteristics that society subscribes to that role and the expectations that are
expected from that persona. The label that one uses to identify their role is an important aspect of
this theory because it allows the self to recognize the standards and expectations that are
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associated with how they and others view their role (Stets & Burke, 2000). Taking on the label
“Superwoman” provides the person with a context that further influences their actions and
thoughts about the self. Recognizing the role that one identifies with positions one to navigate
the expectations of the role, know how to interact with others within this role and also allows for
the formation of individual perceptions and actions (Stets & Burke, 2000). This meaning-making
process as a whole allows individuals to create their own “standards” for their identity and it
guides how the person will ultimately live within their role (Burke, 1991).
Social identity theory focuses on how one identifies within a specific group or categories.
It explores how members of particular groups think alike, hold specific expectations or standards
for the group, and how they operate within their social context (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Stets &
Burke, 2000). Previous research has explored different aspects of the characteristics that
surround a “Black Superwoman” and documented that many Black professional women may
adopt those characteristics (Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Social identity theory also explores the
ways group members interact and identify with each other, as well as the roles that their group
portrays (Stets & Burke, 2000).
Exploration of Black Women’s Gendered Racial Identity Development
The next theory employed to help guide this dissertation was the exploration of Black
women’s gendered racial identity development (Jones & Day, 2018). Jones and Day (2018)
explored gendered racial identity development among 240 Black women by using a
multidimensional and intersectional approach. Gendered racial identity is a term used in research
to explore the intersection between race and gender for Black women in the United States (Jones
& Day, 2018). The authors chose to explore this part of identity development using a
multidimensional and intersectional approach for the purpose of proving an inclusive and
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theoretically-based understanding of gendered racial identity. The authors viewed gendered
racial identity as “the significance and qualitative meaning women assign to their membership
within Black and woman social groups” (Jones & Day, 2018, p.4). The authors employed a
mixed-method approach, finding that gendered racial identity of Black women can be expressed
within four profiles – intersectional engaged, race progressive, intersectional aware and gender
expressive (Jones & Day, 2018). This next section explores each profile in detail.
The first profile associated with gendered racial identity was intersectional engaged.
Women in this profile viewed their gender and race as equally important factors (Jones & Day,
2018). They chose to highlight their strengths and abilities. Although this group of women
recognized the struggles and challenges that plagued Black women as a community, they chose
to focus on their individual abilities to overcome these challenges (Jones & Day, 2018). Amid
this emphasis on strength and persistence, women in this group acknowledged that membership
within the Black woman community is something that should be celebrated among everything
else (Jones & Day, 2018).
The second profile that was associated with gendered racial identity was the race
progressive profile. Women in this profile viewed their race as a higher factor when compared to
their gender (Jones & Day, 2018). Like the previous profile, strength and perseverance in times
of struggle were traits that women in this group associated with being a member of Black
womanhood. Women in this group, due to their greater emphasis on race, were more attuned to
the challenges that Black women faced as being Black and being a woman in various spaces.
Women in this group also acknowledged that because of their race there were times they did not
feel as if their gender was even acknowledged at all (Jones & Day, 2018).

15

The intersectional aware profile was the third associated with gendered racial identity.
Women in this group ranked their race and gender higher than any other group. And as was the
case with the previous groups, the women in this group also were highly associated with strength
and perseverance traits (Jones & Day, 2018). However, instead of focusing on the positives
associated with being a Black woman, this group focused on the struggles and injustices that
Black women have had to deal with on a daily basis. The strength factor served as motivation for
women in this group to endure and fight for their communities (Jones & Day, 2018). Women in
this group acknowledged the issues that not only plague Black women individually but also those
issues that affect the Black community as a whole.
The last profile associated with gendered racial identity was the gender expressive
profile. Women in this group ranked their gender higher than their race and, like the other
groups, strength was a trait that these women associated with being a Black woman (Jones &
Day, 2018). However, women in this group did not associate their race with their identity as a
woman. Women in this group acknowledged the privileges associated with being a Black woman
but for them their identity of being a woman was more important to who they were than being
labeled as Black (Jones & Day, 2018). Women in this group emphasized their duty to the
uplifting of Black women and girls as a way of contributing to Black womanhood.
These profiles were used to inform the dissertation on the development of a Black
women’s professional identity model, and to help with the analysis of the superwoman persona.
Leadership Development of African American Women in High Education
The next framework that helped guide this dissertation looked at the leadership
development of African-American women in higher education. Davis and Maldonado (2015)
examined leadership development practices through the lenses of intersectionality of race and
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gender among five African-American women in senior leadership positions at several colleges
across the United States. The authors used a phenomenological approach to examining the lives
of these women in leadership roles as a way of exploring the ways in which race and gender
informed the ways these women experienced leadership development.
Previous research focused on the barriers women of color face and the lack of career
advancement for Black women (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). The authors focused on the
experiences of these women because of the lack of research on how this particular group of
women developed as leaders. Through this study the authors identified five common themes that
explained the ways race and gender impacted the leadership development for these women.
Those themes were (1) predestined for success, (2) sponsorship from the unexpected, (3) double
jeopardy of race and gender, (4) learn how to play the game, and (5) pay it forward (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). The next section will explore each theme in detail.
The first theme the authors identified that was common across their participants was the
theme predestined for success, which focused on the role early childhood experiences played in
the formation of these ladies’ leadership values. The women in this study credited their families
and the manner in which they were raised when accounting for how they were able to reach
success while maintaining their integrity no matter what challenges they faced (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). These women acknowledged the role that their parents played in fostering a
healthy sense of confidence within them at an early age and how that self-confidence was one of
the key factors in helping them focus on being successful. The women in this study also
acknowledged the strength that they saw exhibited by people in their families and also referenced
a spirit of survival passed down to them (Davis, & Maldonado, 2015).
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The second theme – sponsorship from the unexpected – also was one that the authors
identified as common across their study participants. This theme focused on the role that
sponsors played in the development of these leaders within academia. The participants
acknowledged that many of their sponsors were White males and it was through those
connections that they were able to gain the opportunity to be considered for many of their
leadership positions. These women learned how to navigate within their career world through
these interactions with their sponsors (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Their interactions with their
White male sponsors were significant because in many of their work environments it was the
White males that held the leadership power. Those men were able to help others gain access to
those higher-level positions. Even when the participants gained sponsorship from a Black male,
that Black male was connected to a White male of higher stature (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).
The third theme was double jeopardy of race and gender, which focused on the
experiences these women faced being Black and a woman in different spaces. The participants
acknowledged their struggles of trying to advance in their careers and how they often felt a
double jeopardy due to their race and gender (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). They asserted that
their gender and race were viewed equally from their counterparts and that they had to combat
both gender and race stereotypes within the workplace. Many of them felt that their careers have
been affected by both their gender and race, citing feelings of being invisible, isolated and
unfairly challenged (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).
The fourth theme the authors identified that was common across their participants was
the theme of learning how to play the game, which focused on the informal social networks and
organizational politics that the participants had experienced throughout their career journeys. The
women acknowledged that although they were not afforded membership to the informal social
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networks that mostly were comprised of men, they did figure out ways to navigate these systems
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015). By having the sponsorship of those White males in power, these
women were able to advance in their careers. And once they figured out the different systems at
play, they began to play the game without lowering their standards. These women acknowledged
that as women, especially Black women, the playing field was not equal and that to change those
systems they had to maintain their presence at these tables of power (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).
The last theme the authors identified that was common across their participants was
paying it forward, which focused on the desire of these women to help the next generation of
African-American women senior leaders. The women in this study acknowledged the lack of
mentorship in spaces that can help prepare Black women for these senior leadership roles (Davis
& Maldonado, 2015). Because of this lack and because of their experiences, the women in the
study emphasized their desires to help other women prepare for leadership so that those women
will be able to be successful and gain the opportunities for career advancement.
These themes were used to help guide the data collection, analysis and writing process of
this dissertation.
Dynamic Systems Theory
The last framework that helped guide this theory was the dynamic systems theory.
Kaplan (2014) explored the different aspects of the teachers’ professional identity through a
conceptual framework for enhancing teacher professional development. The article started off
with situating how teachers’ professional identity should be considered when creating different
teachers’ professional development programs (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan, Garner, & Semo, 2015).
According to Kaplan (2014), to foster programs that will be effective on all levels, there needed
to be a merging of information that not only focused on instructional strategies but also pulled
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from the experiences of the individuals so that the teachers were able to assimilate the new
information and strategies into their already functional professional identities. Kaplan (2014)
then explored how this type of merging could work by examining what the teachers’ professional
identity was, the different models surrounding it and how to assess the professional identity.
Kaplan (2014) began this framework with a brief explanation of what the teachers’
professional identity looked like for the individual. According to Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop
(2004), professional identity is a person’s perception of themselves in the context of work or
career. When applying this concept to teachers, it was expected that the individual had a personal
commitment to teaching and that being a teacher made up an important part of who they were as
a person (Beijaard et al., 2004). It was also important to understand that the professional identity
was also comprised of a person’s values, goals, emotions, worldviews and actions (Kaplan,
2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). Just because two people are committed to the profession does not
mean they have the same set of goals and values, or commit the same actions when actually on
the job (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). Each individual person brought their own
experiences to their professional identity and that then helped shape it into what they adhered to
on a daily basis.
There were several models that many people used to try and conceptualize the teachers’
professional identity. Kaplan (2014) used a model that relied on motivation, career development
and scientific models of identity formation. The model consisted of four interrelated
components: personal ontological and epistemological beliefs, purpose and goals of education
and teaching, self-perceptions and self-definitions, and perceived action possibilities (Kaplan,
2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). The personal ontological and epistemological beliefs were comprised
of the individuals’ knowledge and beliefs in regards to teaching, educational processes,
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characteristics of students, and how different students learned (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al.,
2015).
Different teachers held different beliefs. One may have felt like it was up to them to get
the information to the students, while another may have felt the responsibility was on the student
(Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). The purposes and goals of education and teaching were
comprised of the individual’s belief about the purpose of education and the goals that they set for
their students and themselves (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). Many teachers have structured
their classrooms based on their beliefs (Kaplan, 2014). The teacher’s self-perception included
their beliefs, values, and how they perceived themselves to be in the classroom (Kaplan, 2014;
Kaplan et al., 2015). This perception varied from teacher to teacher, some may have viewed
themselves by their gender while others may have viewed themselves by their subject matter
(Kaplan, 2014).
Lastly, the perceived action possibilities were comprised of all the actions that the teacher
believed to be the best for them to reach their teaching goals (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015).
Teachers tailored their actions to the students that they believed would comply with their belief
systems and those students that they felt would yield the teaching outcomes that they desired
(Kaplan, 2014). All of these concepts were interrelated and worked together to help teachers
formulate their professional identity.
Kaplan (2014) then explored in detail the ways to help teachers explore and strengthen
their professional identities in regards to professional development programs. The author
proposed four ways to promote identity exploration: promoting self-relevance, triggering
exploration, promoting sense of safety, and scaffolding exploratory actions (Kaplan, 2014;
Kaplan et al, 2015). Promoting self-relevance involved providing different strategies that
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allowed for the teachers to make the connection between the practice and themselves. This
allowed them to integrate these new strategies into their professional identity (Kaplan, 2014;
Kaplan et al., 2015).
Triggering identity exploration involved creating spaces for teachers to explore areas of
lack or misunderstanding. This allowed for the individual to explore new ideas and areas of focus
that called for them to step outside of their comfort zone to reconcile these differences within
themselves (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015). Promoting a sense of safety called for the
facilitator to promote safe places for teachers to explore these missing pieces or new information
without feeling as if they were missing something important from their lives (Kaplan, 2014;
Kaplan et al., 2015). Scaffolding identity exploration involved the facilitator offering extra
resources to the individuals to help promote their exploration of their identity, whether this was
paring them with another teacher or offering different modes of knowledge to help them gain the
insight that they need (Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015).
Literature Review
To provide context for this dissertation, I first explored the background and history of the
concepts of the Black Superwoman/Strong Black woman and colorism. I then concluded this
chapter by describing the gap in the literature that this dissertation addressed.
Black Superwoman/Strong Black Woman
In this section I discuss the historical background of the Black superwoman myth, the
Black superwoman and mental health research and the Black superwoman and image literature.
The Black superwoman persona was the idea that as a Black woman, one must take on all major
responsibilities at work and in the home without complaint (Harris-Perry, 2014; HuddlestonMattai, 1995; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
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Black Superwoman Myth
The superwoman syndrome is the idea that one needs to be everything for everyone –
giving 100% to your personal life, professional life and community (Abrams et al., 2014;
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Huddleston-Mattai, 1995). Historically, Black women have had to
take on this role for multiple reasons. During slavery, it was the role of the Black woman to not
only take care of the slave owners house and children but she also had to take care of her own
house and children (Huddleston-Mattai, 1995). After slavery, Black women were also expected
to “uplift the race” by making sure that they supported the Black men in any way that did not add
to the oppression they faced from society (Huddleston-Mattai, 1995). Due to the many economic
and oppressive barriers that have plagued the African-American community, many Black women
have assumed the role of the “protector” of the Black family. They do whatever is possible to
keep the family and race from being viewed in a negative light (Harris-Perry, 2014; HuddlestonMattai, 1995).
This Black superwoman syndrome can be passed down through generations of women.
Mothers, aunts, grandmothers and other female members often taught younger black girls how to
embrace their independence through the modeling and the passing along of family histories
(Abrams et al., 2014). These young girls watched how the women in their families lived their
daily lives and they too began to ascribe to this narrative through their own interactions with the
world (Abrams et al., 2014).
Although being strong has proven to be a necessity for many Black families, this ability
has also led to many negative outcomes for Black women (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). Many
women that have ascribed to this syndrome live their lives with no room for weakness or fear,
which has led to many of these women experiencing high levels of selflessness and
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powerlessness (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Harris-Perry, 2014). Experiencing these feelings has
led to the exploration of how being strong can negatively affect mental health.
Black Superwoman and Mental Health
Even though the Black superwoman/Strong Black woman syndrome is an idea that many
Black women have adopted, it also has proven to have a negative impact on their mental health
(Donovan & West, 2014; Ward, Clark & Heidrichs, 2009; Watson & Hunter, 2015; WoodsGiscombe, 2010; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016). The Black superwoman syndrome has been
linked to anxiety and depression within the Black community (Donovan & West, 2014; Watson
& Hunter, 2015). Many women that ascribed to this narrative felt that because they have to be
strong, there was no room for weakness and they took on more things than they could handle
(Ward et al., 2009; Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016). This obligation to be strong for all of those
around them has led many women to neglect their own needs and not seek the help that they
needed when they were feeling stressed (Watson & Hunter, 2015). Many women felt as if
seeking professional help was a sign of weakness and they sought other ways to cope with the
narrative’s stresses (Donovan & West, 2014; Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Woods-Giscombe et al.,
2016). This narrative was characterized by having an obligation to be strong, suppress emotions,
not show any signs of vulnerability, become successful with limited resources, all while helping
others (Woods-Giscombe, 2010). This narrative has proven to be both a positive and negative
aspect of the lives of Black women. Positively, this narrative, operated as a trait to boost one’s
image but it often had a negative impact on one’s mental health (Woods-Giscombe, 2010;
Woods-Giscombe et al., 2016).
Black Superwoman and Image
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Initially, the concept of the Black superwoman was a positive boost for the image of
Black women. It was a way for Black women to highlight strength while combating the negative
stereotypes that have been attached to Black women (Black & Peacock, 2011; Harris- Perry,
2014; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Some of those negative
stereotypes that have been placed on Black women are mammy, jezebel, sapphire and the
welfare queen (Collins, 2000, 2004; Harris-Perry, 2014; Jerald et al., 2016; Nelson et al., 2016;
Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
The mammy was seen as the motherly servant, who gave sacrificially of herself at all
times. The jezebel was seen as the seductive and hypersexual type of woman willing to do
whatever it took to get what she wanted (Collins, 2000, 2004; Harris-Perry, 2014; Jerald et al.,
2016; Nelson et al., 2016; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Then there
were the sapphires, which were seen as very loud and overly aggressive and now often are
characterized as the Angry Black woman.
Lastly, there was the welfare queen stereotype, which casts Black women as lazy and
predisposed to taking advantage of government assistance. (Harris-Perry, 2014; Nelson et al.,
2016; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). As a result of these negative stereotypes, many Black
women chose to align themselves with the narrative of the Black Superwoman as a means to
combat these images and show that Black women could do it all and do it in a manner that made
them stand out above all other women (Black & Peacock, 2011; Harris-Perry, 2014; WoodsGiscombe, 2010).
Colorism
In this section I discuss the background and historical context of colorism, which is the
differential treatment between lighter skinned individuals and darker-skinned individuals
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(Adams, Kurtz-Costes, & Hoffman, 2016; Hunter, 2002, 2007; Kerr, 2005; Wilder & Cain,
2011). This section covered colorism’s beginnings with slavery and how it has transformed
through the centuries. I conclude this section with a review of the present context of colorism
and how it has evolved to what it is in America today.
Historical Context
Colorism is the preferential treatment of lighter skinned individuals over those who have
darker skin (Hunter, 2002; Thompson & Keith, 2001; Wilder, 2010). Colorism is a social
phenomenon that has plagued the African-American community since its beginnings in slavery
(Dixon & Telles, 2017; Hunter, 2002). Slave owners created a social hierarchy in which they
placed the lighter-skinned slaves in higher positions than darker-skinned slaves (Dixon & Telles,
2017; Monk, 2014; Wilder, 2010). An example of this was when the slave master would place
the lighter-skinned slaves in more skilled positions (such as maids) inside of the slave masters’
homes, while placing the darker-skinned slaves in more difficult manual labor positions, such as
picking cotton. This separation was for two reasons. The first was to prevent the slaves from
coming together and possibly revolting (Harvey, Labeach, Pridgen, & Gocial, 2005; Hunter,
2002). The other reason was the belief that “white is right”: the closer one is to White or
European features, the smarter/more beautiful the individual was perceived to be (Hunter,
2002;Monk, 2014). During this time, the “one drop rule” was enacted, which stated that one drop
of African blood automatically made the individual Black in the eyes of the law (Kerr,
2005;Wilder, 2010). This was important because it kept those individuals who were biracial in a
position that was beneath the White masters but still in a privileged state because they often had
lighter skin due to their mixed heritage (Kerr, 2005; Monk, 2014).
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After slavery was abolished, some African Americans who were considered biracial
continued to separate themselves from their darker counterparts (Bodenhorn, 2006; Kerr, 2005;
Wilder, 2010). These individuals purposefully created their own communities and operated
businesses that only catered to individuals who were lighter skinned (Bodenhorn, 2006; Harvey
et al., 2005; Kerr, 2005; Monk, 2014). These individuals even created their own social clubs that
were exclusively for those with lighter skin. Some of the social clubs were known as “blue vein
societies” and admission required being able to see the “blue” in the veins of an individual’s
arms (Monk, 2014; Wilder, 2010). During this period, there were restaurants and parties that
instituted complexion tests for admittance (Kerr, 2005; Monk, 2014). The “brown paper bag” test
was the test of choice for many social clubs and collegiate Greek organizations. If a person’s
complexion was darker than a paper bag, that person would not be admitted to the social club or
organization (Kerr, 2005; Monk, 2014).
Also during this time period, some churches had complexion tests or a “comb test,”
which required one to look a certain way or have a particular texture of hair to be admitted (Kerr,
2005; Monk, 2014). In general during this time, lighter-skinned individuals had more prestigious
jobs, higher incomes, more wealth and more education than their darker-skinned counterparts
(Bodenhorn, 2006; Monk, 2014).
In the 1960s and 1970s, different social and political movements brought changes within
the African-American community. Movements such as the Black Power movement ushered in
the “Black is Beautiful” mindset and people began to embrace their Afrocentric features (Monk,
2014; Wilder, 2010). There was a shift in the significance placed on skin-tone differences within
the African-American community, with distinct emphasis put on the importance of combating
racial inequalities outside of the African-American community (Dixon & Telles, 2017; Monk,
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2014). Much of the focus shifted to combating the inequalities between African Americans and
the dominant culture in the areas of education, finances, housing practices, etc…(Dixon &
Telles, 2017; Monk, 2014). Despite these attitudinal and behavioral shifts, colorism has persisted
throughout the decades following the Black Power movement (Dixon & Telles, 2017; Monk,
2014; Wilder, 2010).
Present Context
Presently, as research has shown, colorism, like racism, is still prevalent within the
United States (Adams et al., 2016; Monk, 2014; Uzogara & Jackson, 2016; Wilder, 2010).
Although it is not as overt, colorism can still be seen throughout everyday life. For example,
popular culture avenues such as magazines and music videos continuously perpetuate colorism.
Conrad, Dixon and Zhang, (2009) conducted a content analysis on rap music videos and found
that female characters in these videos are more likely to fit the European standard of beauty by
having lighter skin, thinner noses and straight hair. Frisby (2006) found that lighter-skinned
fashion models were perceived to be more attractive than those with darker skin.
Colorism is also still seen in dating practices, academic achievement and employment
(Hunter, 2007, 2015; Maxwell, Brevard, Abrams, & Belgrave, 2014; Raybov, 2012; Thompson
& Keith, 2001). Harrison and Thomas (2009), for example, found that in terms of hiring
practices, when all other variables are the same except for skin color, lighter-skinned Blacks are
more likely to be hired than those with darker skin. Also, in the area of education, Hannon et al.,
(2013) found that darker-skinned African-American girls are three times more likely to be
suspended from school than those with lighter skin.
Colorism affects women mostly in the areas of self-esteem when examining the majority
of research conducted that deals with attractiveness and exploring the standards of beauty in
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which colorism has perpetuated over the years (Hall, 2017; Thompson & Keith, 2001). Research
has shown that in both African-American and Mexican-American communities, lighter-skinned
women have gained more advantages in the areas of marriage, academic attainment and
employment due to the subtle nature of colorism (Hunter, 2002, 2007; Raybov, 2012). The idea
that lighter skin is associated with more positive characteristics, for example, being more
educated or beautiful, is a mindset that has been perpetuated through the years (Monk, 2014;
Wilder, 2010).
Conclusion
The macro level theory and the mid-level theories guided this dissertation in a way that
allowed for the unique voices of the participants to be heard throughout the process. The core
ethics and assumptions of Black feminist theory gave the researcher guidelines on how to
conduct this study from the initial interaction with participants to the actual write up and
representation of their stories. The aspects of identity theory, social identity theory and gendered
racial identity allowed for the foundation of the formation of a Black women’s professional
identity model. The themes that Davis and Maldonado (2015) proposed were used to guide the
interview guidelines, analysis and the writing process as those themes worked as guides on how
to measure the professional lives of the participants.
Kaplan (2014) introduced the Dynamic Systems Theory, which consisted of four major
domains: purpose and goals, self-perceptions and definitions, perceived action possibilities, and
ontological and epistemological beliefs. It also had four overarching themes that surrounded the
model: social context, subject domain, personal dispositions and culture. This model fit the
dissertation well because it provided the researcher with foundational elements for the formation
of a Black women’s professional identity model.
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With the superwoman syndrome, there has been research that has looked at this syndrome
from the healthcare perspective (Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Donovan & West, 2014; Lewis et al.,
2012), research that has looked at this syndrome from a general perspective (Abrams et al., 2014;
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Huddleston-Mattai, 1995) and research that looks at it from the
media perspective (Black & Peacock, 2011).
However, there has not been much research within the area of educational psychology
and identity development that explores whether there is an actual Black superwoman
professional identity. The construction of this proposed Black women’s professional identity
model will allow for that research to take place and for exploration of how colorism, which is
experienced through social systems, fits in that model.
This dissertation study sought to explore the gap in the literature between colorism, the
Black superwoman syndrome and professional identity development. Colorism affected women
more in dating practices, employment and educational attainment (Hunter, 2002, 2007, 2015;
Thompson & Keith, 2001). The Black superwoman syndrome explored how Black women led
their lives both professionally and personally (Huddleston-Mattai, 1995). Research has shown
that many women received their knowledge about colorism through their interactions with their
mothers and other female family members (Wilder & Cain, 2011). Many women received their
knowledge about being strong Black women through their interactions with their mothers and
other female family members (Abrams et al., 2014). This dissertation sought to close that gap
through the exploration of these concepts and formation of a Black woman professional identity
model. In the following chapter, I discuss the methodology, method of data collection, and
analysis that was employed to explore these concepts.
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Chapter 3
Methodology and Methods of Data Collection
As detailed in the previous chapter, research has shown how the Black superwoman
persona can yield both positive and negative effects on the lives of professional Black women. In
the workplace, women who ascribe to this persona were perceived as friendlier and having the
ability to “get the job done.” However, they were also expected to handle twice as much work
with little to no support (Lewis et al., 2012; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe,
2010).
In terms of image, previous research has also shown that Black women took on this
“superwoman” persona as a way of combating the negative stereotypes that portrayed Black
women as being lazy and overly aggressive within the workplace (Collins, 2000, 2004; HarrisPerry, 2014; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Additionally, previous
research in the field of colorism has shown how this cultural phenomenon has had negative
effects on the lives of Black women in the areas of educational attainment and employment
(Harrison & Thomas, 2009; Hannon et al., 2013; Hunter, 2002, 2007; Thompson & Keith, 2001).
The purpose of this Black feminist narrative inquiry study was to explore how colorism informed
the Black superwoman persona and how that relationship influenced the professional identity
development of Black women. I interviewed five African-American women who lived in urban
areas within the tri-state region of Tennessee, Arkansas and Mississippi.
Research Questions
The research questions that guided this dissertation were:
1. How does colorism inform the ways in which Black women adhere to the superwoman
syndrome in their professional lives?
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2. How do the effects of colorism influence the ways in which women who ascribe to the
Black superwoman persona build their professional identity?
3. How is colorism a factor in the formation of a professional Black woman’s identity once
she reaches a certain level in her career?
In the next section, I outline the methodology that guided this dissertation, the methods of data
collection, site selection, participants and analysis.
Methodology
I used narrative inquiry as the methodology that guided this dissertation process.
Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding an individual’s experience and it is a collaboration
between the researcher and participants over time (Clandinin, 2006). I chose this particular
methodology because I wanted to understand how the participants experienced the Black
superwoman phenomenon and colorism. This methodology is aligned with the theoretical
framework, as narratives and dialogue are important when studying the experiences of women of
color. Narrative inquiry facilitated a connection between the researcher and the participants, and
it generated a space for the co-creation of meaning between the researcher and the participants
(Clandinin, Huber, Steeves, & Li, 2011).
This methodology has a rich history that began with life histories in the sociological and
anthropological domain. Early researchers wanted to explore the experiences of different
immigrant or minority groups to get a better understanding of their lives through a sociocultural
lenses (Chase, 2005). Over time, the use of life histories started to diminish but during the social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s the use of narratives became more prevalent (Chase, 2005).
During the civil rights movement and the women’s liberation movement, narratives became
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widely useful forms of information and documentation of the lives of these oppressed groups of
individuals (Chase, 2005).
All of these different types of narratives have influenced the type of inquiry that was used
presently. Narrative inquiry was “an exploration of the social, cultural, and institutional
narratives within which individuals’, experiences were constituted, shaped, expressed and
enacted but in a way that begins and ends that inquiry in the storied lives of the people involved”
(Clandinin and Rosiek, 2006, p. 42).
There were different views of narrative inquiry that I had to consider when preparing to
use this methodology. The first view dealt with how one viewed the spaces in which they were
working with the participants. Clandinin (2006) suggested that there are three metaphorical
spaces one must be cognizant of when conducting narrative inquiry research. The first
metaphorical space dealt with the personal and social interactions that surrounded the individual
participant. The second metaphorical space was comprised of the past, present and future of the
individual participant. The third metaphorical space looked at the places or situations that the
individual participant puts themselves in or around.
From the site selection to the interview questions, I had to keep these spaces in mind
when thinking about the participants and their experiences (Clandinin, 2006). If I had made the
decision to operate within these three spaces I would have started the inquiry by having the
participants tell stories about their experiences or through observing the participants in their day
to day lives (Clandinin, 2006). Through these stories, my participants and I would have begun to
work together on how the study progressed and how they felt their voices were being represented
(Clandinin, 2006).
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The view chosen for this dissertation focused on my ability to think with the stories of
the participants versus just merely thinking about the stories (Clandinin, et al., 2011). By
thinking with stories, one “needs to be attentive to thinking with stories in multiple ways: toward
our stories, toward other’s stories, toward all the social, institutional, cultural, familial, and
linguistic narratives in which we are embedded as well as toward what begins to emerge in the
sharing of our lived and told stories” (Clandinin et al., 2011, p. 34).
The ways in which I began to think with the stories of my participants was through
remembering one of the tenets of Black feminist theory. Being cognizant of the uniqueness of
my participants allowed me the space to think about each individual’s life journey from
childhood experiences to the women that they admired. Another way in which thinking with the
stories is developed is through the telling of the researcher’s own stories or experiences. I use my
experiences as a first-generation Black female graduate student as a way of connecting with my
participants and also as a way of empathizing with them through those difficult experiences that
they shared. This telling of my story helped me think through narrative inquiry and also helped
with the development of the relationship aspect that is needed between the researcher and
participant (Clandinin et al., 2011).
Also, this methodology answered my questions by allowing me the opportunity to
explore the different social, cultural narratives that took place in these women’s lives. Colorism
and the Black superwoman schema are social and now cultural phenomenon. This type of
methodology helped me explore the experiences that these women have had that have shaped
their own stories.
Trustworthiness and Ethics
There are certain methods that I employed to make sure that I was not compromising the
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trustworthiness of this dissertation. Each participant was asked to give me a pseudonym that they
wanted me to use to identify them throughout this process. Before the start of the first interview,
each was given a consent form to read and sign. I kept each interview transcript and recording in
a locked safe box that only I had the access to so that no one would be able to see the
participants’ information. I used a member-checking system (Carlson, 2010) with the
participants. After I finished transcribing an interview, I would send the participant a copy to
review and make sure that I accurately represented their thoughts. This step was important
because I was conducting a Black feminist study and individual uniqueness is a key element for
this theory.
The ethics of this study stemmed from the ethics of care that are key for all Black
feminist studies (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000). I employed the ethics of caring as my foundation of
ethical practices. They are comprised of three components and each added an extra level of
protection for the participants. The first component dealt with the concept of individual
uniqueness (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000). Under this concept, I kept in mind that each individual
woman has her own set of beliefs, experiences and stories that have shaped the way she has lived
her life (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000).
The next component was to always recognize the appropriateness of emotions in the
dialogue between the participants and researcher (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000). I had to recognize
when certain emotions were needed for the participants to know that I was paying attention to
what they had to say.
The last component was the ability to display empathy for the participants (Bass, 2012;
Collins, 2000). I had to show the participants that I understood who they were and where they
came from to fully understand their individual experiences (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000).
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Positionality
I, Sara Benson, recognized my position as a “total insider” (Chavez, 2008, p.475) in
regards to this dissertation. I shared multiple identities as well as experiences with the
participants of this study. I am a light-skinned, first-generation graduate student, an AfricanAmerican woman and I recognized the privileged status I have been afforded over my life time
due to colorism. I understood that as a light-skinned woman there have been certain positive and
negative characteristics that were associated with this skin tone. I also recognized that because of
my position there may have been a little resistance from certain participants because of their
experiences with others who were lighter skinned.
Although I have experienced the benefits of being perceived and treated as lighter
skinned, the negative treatment I experienced contributed to me developing the ability to
empathize with others who have experienced the negatives effects of colorism. I recognized that
my previous experiences with colorism and the generational differences between myself and my
participants have allowed me to create my own thought processes as to how this phenomenon
worked. However, I recognized the importance of acknowledging each participant’s own unique
understandings of and experiences with colorism and the Black superwoman persona.
I also recognized my privileged status of being a first-generation graduate student Black
woman. I know that my experiences in the workplace, academia, as well as my own personal life
have allowed me to create my own thought processes as to how the Black superwoman persona
is reflected in the lives of other educated African-American women.
Site Selection
The settings for this study were the participants’ offices and homes within the Mid-South
area, which included Tennessee, Arkansas and Mississippi. The decision to interview
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participants within their homes and offices was made by the participants with convenience in
mind. Many of the interviews took place either during the participants’ workdays or immediately
thereafter.
Participants
I interviewed five participants with higher-level degrees. The recruit process of this study
involved purposeful recruitment. As the researcher, I self-identified participants meeting the
qualifications and contacted them face to face or via email. Snowball recruitment came into play
when one participant was suggested by another at the end of an interview.
The sample selection criteria that was employed to identify potential participants was
simplified to meet the inclusion criteria. The original criteria was for the participants to be
between the ages of fifty and sixty-five and hold a higher-level, post-secondary degree, which
could include a masters, doctoral, juris doctorate or any type of medical degree. Due to timing of
this dissertation, along with availability and access to qualified participants, the researcher chose
to expand the age range from 50 to 65 years of age to 40 to 65, keeping the degree requirement.
Each participant was asked to provide the researcher with a pseudonym that would be used to
identify the participant throughout the transcribing, analyzing and representation process.
Using their answers to an interview question (“Who are you?”), here are the descriptions
of the participants:
“Mrs. G” is a 60-year-old, very strong and confident Black woman, who is devoted to
God. She has a bachelor’s degree in Nursing and master’s degree in Biblical Studies. She
described her skin complexion as brown skinned.
“Dr. PL” is a 52-year-old wife, mother, grandmother and pastor, who has a master’s
degree in Counseling. She described her skin complexion as brown skinned.
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“Grace” is a 43-year-old wife, devoted mother and caring doctor, with an MD in Internal
Medicine. She described her skin complexion as light skinned.
“Queen Bee” is a 49-year-old wife, mother, boss lady, sister and educator, who has a
doctoral degree in Speech Pathology. She described her skin complexion as mocha.
“Michelle” is a 50-year-old educator, mom and wife, who has her doctoral degree in
Education. She described her skin complexion as brown skinned.
Methods of Data Collection
The methods of data collection that I used for this dissertation were the participant-driven
photo-elicit interview and a semi-structured interview. I chose to use interviews because I
wanted to “gain in-depth knowledge from participants about a particular phenomenon,
experiences, or sets of experiences” (deMarrais, 2004, p.52). I chose to use participant-driven
photo-elicit interviews because I wanted to create a space that allowed the participants to be
more meaningfully involved in the creation of this data (Auken, Frisvoll, & Stewart, 2010).
The types of interviews that I conducted focused on the participant/researcher
relationship and the purpose was to explore the particular phenomena in great detail (deMarrais,
2004). Participant-driven photo-elicit interviews allowed for shared collaboration of the
knowledge that was produced between the participants and the researcher (Auken et al., 2010).
These types of interviews fell in line with two Black feminist theory (Collins, 2000) tenets:
shared knowledge between Black women and the ethics of care, which takes into consideration
the unique characteristics of every Black woman.
I used one initial sixty-minute photo-elicited semi-structured interview. It featured thirtythree initial questions and about twenty-five probing questions that focused on the photos that the
participants chose, as well as questions that explored the Black superwoman persona, colorism
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and the participant’s professional and personal lives. Each participant was asked to bring three
photos of women that they admired and viewed as strong women. The photos and exploration of
the photos allowed the researcher to explore both the Black superwoman and colorism
phenomenon.
When mentioning the characteristics of the women they chose, all of the participants
noted how they saw those same characteristics within themselves. Four of the five participants
provided photos of women that were either their mothers, aunts or mentors acquired over the
years. The fifth participant provided photos of women that she did not know personally but
admired them for their ambition and drive. Through the interview process she revealed that - due
to her childhood experiences - she did not view her mother as a good example of a successful
woman.
The follow-up interview was another thirty to forty-five-minute semi-structured interview
that had about seven initial questions and ten probing questions. The initial plan was to explore
the relationship between colorism and the Black superwoman persona. However, during the first
round of interviews, my participants had a hard time thinking about and answering the questions
about colorism. With that difficulty in mind, the second follow-up interview questions were
adapted for each individual participant. Many of the questions focused on specific comments the
participants made during their first interview. This adaption process was difficult for me because
I had postulated that colorism would play a more significant role in the lives of my participants. I
addressed my assumptions in more detail within chapter five under the limitations section.
There was also a written consent form given to the participants at the beginning of the
first interview and pseudonyms were provided by the participants to use as their own unique
identifiers. The photos that the participants brought to the interview were only shared between
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the participants and the researcher. All interview transcriptions and recordings are housed in a
locked safe box; only the researcher has access to the material. A copy of the consent form is
located in appendix B. The interview questions for the first interview and the second interview
are located in appendix A.
Procedure
I self-identified the first three participants who met the sample selection criteria of age
and degree: Dr. PL, Mrs. G and Michelle. I asked Dr. PL and Mrs. G if I could interview them
face to face. Because of the nature of her job, I emailed Michelle and spoke with her assistant to
set up an interview. After identifying those participants, I began to search for other qualified
women, sending daily emails that sought interview opportunities.
Taking into consideration the time allotted for data collection, and the non-response from
the emails that were sent, I decided to extend my age range. I secured an interview with Queen
Bee and at the end of our interview she recommended that I contact Grace. Queen Bee then
introduced me to Grace and I was able to set up an interview with her.
After setting up the initial interviews, I began the first round of interviews, meeting
participants at either their offices or their homes. Busy schedules dictated that the first set of
interviews started January 14th and lasted until January 25th. At the beginning of every interview
I had each participant sign my written consent form while being tape-recorded and I had each
one give me the pseudonym of their choice. The first interviews lasted about 60 minutes each. At
the end of each interview we scheduled a follow-up interview, with the first on January 28th and
the last on February 8th. The participants’ busy schedules resulted in the follow-up interviews
lasting from 30 to 45 minutes. After all the interviews were completed, I began transcribing
them, later emailing transcriptions for each woman to review. I began the analysis and writing
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process after forwarding copies of all the transcripts. The following section details the analysis
process chosen for this study.
Analysis
A narrative analysis and parts of a thematic analysis were employed in this dissertation.
According to Frost (2009), narrative analysis is the process of analyzing the stories that people
tell to make sense of themselves and their experiences. Narrative analysis takes in account the
incoherent nature in which individuals may tell specific stories about their lived experiences
(Frost, 2009). Some narrative analysis focuses on linguistic features and some on a more
interpersonal context, however, all narrative analysis focuses on the same tenet of “capturing the
individual’s live experiences through study of the stories they tell” (Frost, 2009, pg.10). The
narrative analysis that this dissertation employed was a structural narrative analysis (Esin, 2011;
Riessman, 2005). A structural narrative analysis reexamines the way a story is told and
restructures it in a way that creates a cohesive persuasive story that looks beyond its referential
content (Esin, 2011; Riessman, 2005). I chose to follow a constructed table used by Frost (2009)
and inspired by the Labov (1972) model. This model focused on five components of a narrative
structure: 1.) abstract, the point of the story, 2.) orientation, the “who,” “what” and “where” of
the story, 3.) complicating action, which is the plot or turning point of the story, 4.) evaluation,
when the narrative comments on the situation and 5.) the resolution, which is the outcome of the
story (Esin, 2011; Riessman, 2005).
An example of this constructed table is below.
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Table 1
Frost (2009) Constructed Table
Abstract
Orientation

What was this about?
Who? What? When? Where?

Complicating Action

Then what happened?

Evaluation
Resolution

So, what?
Return to present- end of story

Parts of a thematic analysis were also employed to analyze the data. Thematic analysis
allowed for the exploration of common and consistent themes or patterns across and within the
participants’ experiences (Esin, 2011; Floresch, Lognhofer, Kranke, & Townsend, 2016;
Riessman, 2008). Thematic analysis provided the researcher with the opportunity to
systematically explore the consistency among the participants’ experiences in a way that allowed
for the emergent themes to act as a bridge between the narrative analysis and the understanding
of the participants’ experiences (Esin, 2011; Riessman, 2008).
Using a narrative analysis and thematic analysis produced a multidimensional
understanding of my participant’s experiences. Both analytic approaches are aligned with this
study’s methodology and they were used in a way that gave a comprehensive view of the
experiences of the participants (Floresch et al., 2016; Morse, 2010). The thematic analysis
allowed for the exploration of common concepts/themes across the participants. The narrative
analysis allowed for the exploration of the actual stories within their experiences (Floresch et al.,
2016). Each participant’s individual stories were analyzed through the use of the five narrative
components.
As I was transcribing and reading the transcripts, I noticed that throughout all of the
interviews there were certain topics/concepts that kept re-occurring within my participants’
stories. The perception of the black superwoman/strong black woman was one of the first of
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those noticeable topics across the participants. After identifying this concept, I employed the
constructed table (Frost, 2009; Labov, 1972; Riesman, 2005) to analyze two of my participants’
accounts. I started reading the first participant’s transcripts searching for the “abstract” of her
story, which is the point of her experience. Once the abstract was identified, I read her transcripts
in search of the ‘orientation” in which the participant explained in detail who she was talking
about, where her story took place, and any details about this perception of the strong black
woman. Once I had identified the orientation of her story, I read on in search of the
“complicating action”. This part of her story consisted of the plot or turning point in her
experience. For these analyses, the complicating action represented the underlying purpose of
their experiences.
With the complicating action identified, I searched for the “evaluation” of her story. The
evaluation is when the individual comments on the situation as a whole. After identifying the
evaluation, I looked for the “resolution,” which is the outcome or ending of each story.
Immediately after the identification of the first story I organized the participant’s story into the
constructed table using the five components as a guide to understanding the fragmented sections
as a cohesive, persuasive story. That initial analysis led to the discovery of the second
participant’s story.
As with the first story, those five components were employed to identify the second
participant’s experience. Once each of these components was identified for both participants, I
structured those components in a table that allowed for the analysis of multiple stories across the
participants.
Once those stories were constructed, I decided to read and compare the stories across the
participants. Reading the data multiple times while also mulling theories, I began to recognize
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consistent concepts/themes that were re-occurring within the stories of the participants
(Riessman, 2008). These concepts were significant because my participants were five very
different women with different careers. And although a few had similar childhood experiences,
across the board there were consistent stories.
Acknowledging that I am a novice researcher, I do recognize that the use of a mixed
qualitative methods approach to analysis is not widely used (Lal, Suto, & Ungar, 2012; Morse,
2010). However, given the nature of my study, I decided to employ both analytical approaches
because I wanted to highlight my participants’ individual stories as well as show that although
my participants were five very different women, there were some common principles that have
guided them to become the women they are today. The two analytical approaches gave me the
space to organize my thought processes in regards to the formation of a professional black
woman’s identity model. By utilizing these two analytical approaches in which five tables were
constructed following the Frost (2009) table, a total of five themes emerged from the analysis. In
the following chapter, these five tables, the themes that emerged from the data and the
representation of the findings are discussed in detail.
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Chapter 4
Data Representation and Explicit Interpretation
For this chapter I present in detail the specific analysis and subsequent findings, the
themes that emerged from the narrative analysis as well as the chosen representation of the data.
In the first part of this chapter I examine the results of the analysis, discuss the themes that
emerged from the data and end with the data representation. The five narrative analyses were
constructed from the interview transcripts and emergent themes were discussed. The process was
guided by the Labov (1972) method that Frost (2009) used to analyze his data.
Analysis 1
Column one tracks a story about the perception of being labeled a strong Black woman;
Dr. PL shared her perception of what she thought it meant, as well as how others (non-black
women) perceived this role/title.
In column two is a story about the perceptions of the strong Black woman and the
difference in the ways society views strong Black women as perceived by Queen Bee.
Dr. PL and Queen Bee both started off by highlighting the positive attributes of being
considered a strong Black woman. However, as they started to discuss the perception of the
strong Black woman by others (non-Black women), this positive narrative changed. Each
participant made reference to how the strong Black woman is perceived by men and other
ethnicities. They noted the assumptions that strong Black women can do it by themselves,
showcasing superhuman strength, and that the strong Black woman does not need men. And they
mentioned the aspect of the strong Black woman being viewed as aggressive or disrespectful if
she articulated her opinion. This line of thinking follows along with the literature in which the
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view of the Black superwoman, especially in the workplace, is that she can do twice as much
work with little to no support (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008).
It was interesting to note that some of the negative perceptions of the strength of the
strong Black women stemmed from men, according to these participants. Dr. PL mentioned that
because we live in a patriarchal society anything (opinions/thought processes/views) that is
different from a dominant male’s perspective could be viewed as a threat. Queen Bee mentioned
that this strength could be viewed as a lack of softness by men. She seemed to have the
perception that men associate softness as being a positive characteristic that women should
possess.
Although both women acknowledged the negative perceptions associated with the strong
Black woman title, each still embraced the title as a positive attribute to possess. This process of
acknowledgement/embracement speaks to the heightened sense of awareness many Black
women engage in as they internalize the positive perceptions while at the same time rejecting the
negative views society has of their group (Jones & Day, 2018).
The following table analyzes Dr. PL*’s stories from lines 94-110 and lines 351-357 of
her interview; and Queen Bee*’s story from lines 354-369 and lines 374-385.
Table 2
Analysis 1
Narrative Component
Abstract

Column 1 Dr. PL
“It’s one that I embrace as
positive but I am aware that it
comes with negative
connotations as well”
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Column 2 Queen Bee
“I think it can be thought of
as a positive, a person who
takes care of her business,
takes care of her family, and
in some ways it can be
negative, people think she
doesn’t need anything or
anybody”

Table 2 Continued
Orientation

Complicating Action

Evaluation

Resolution

“With men it can mean
you’re too independent,
you’re abrasive…you’re hard
with men. With Caucasians it
can come with the stereotype
of “you’re angry all the time”

“A non-black person would
say or think the strong black
woman doesn’t need a man or
she is doing it all by herself,
there is this idea that we lack
femininity or softness, and I
think in some ways our
African American males may
thing that way as well”
“The “angry one” is always
“It relates to slavery, we had
one we have to fight because to be strong because we
if we are articulate, if we are didn’t have men to claim as
offended and we
our own, even when there
communicate that then we are was a husband and wife that
viewed as being angry, if we man would often be taken
are intelligent we can come
away and sold, and the black
off as being aggressive, too
woman had to be strong to
hard”
make it through.”
“Men of power, men of
“If an African American male
financial means, in a
grew up in a house with a lot
patriarchal society that can be of women, I think he looks
interpreted…a woman with
more positively on the strong
her own view of things that
black female than someone
maybe different than his can
with a father who dominated
be viewed as a threat, can be his mother. Men who are
viewed as disrespectful.”
secure in who they are
appreciate what a strong
black woman can bring to
their lives, men who are not
as confident have difficulty
with black women who are
strong”
“But that’s not what it means “But as black women we
for me, they are strong in that would say that a strong black
they endured difficult
woman is a woman who is
situations, they are strong in
confident, who is capable,
that they become an advocate who is caring and concerning
for others.”
of others.”
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Analysis 2
This analysis followed stories surrounding what it meant to be labeled a successful Black
woman and what characteristics a successful Black woman should possess. Each participant gave
specific details about those characteristics, exploring what they believed and what they witnessed
in the lives of other women. Dr. PL focused on the women in her family who she had seen live
successful lives despite the circumstances they encountered. She mentioned that although the
women in her family may not have been considered successful by society’s standards, they still
lived fulfilling lives while also helping others around them. Many of the characteristics that she
mentioned were things that she adopted for herself and saw as things that would help to become
successful.
These messages of strength helped with the socialization of Black women and research
has shown that we get these messages from the women in our lives (Abrams et al., 2014; Thomas
& King, 2007). This concept of being capable of not only helping oneself but also helping others
was mentioned by Queen Bee and Michelle. Both said that to be considered successful there was
also this element of caring for others; that regardless of whether you are in the boardroom or at
home, a successful Black woman should be capable of helping those around her. This way of
thinking reaffirms the literature in which Black women feel as if they have to be everything for
everyone in every aspect of their lives. Similarly so with Black women in leadership
positions/positions of power who feel the need to not only advance their careers but also help
other Black women as well (Abrams et al., 2014; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Huddleston-Mattai, 1995).
Michelle added to this discussion on the characteristics of the successful Black woman by
speaking about the “dual role” Black women in leadership portray within the workplace. They
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must show some type of aggressiveness in their decision-making and presentations while
simultaneously showing that they are nurturers who care about the lives of others. It is a balance
that Michelle mentioned throughout her story and entire interview. This balance is a struggle for
some Black women. They are in the position of needing to exhibit tough skin and at the same
time not sacrifice too much of themselves; certainly not to the point of having no one with whom
to share the successes. This balancing act of being present yet conscious of the way one is
perceived is a guiding factor in the ways in which many successful Black women govern their
everyday lives (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Harris-Perry, 2014; Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto,
2015; Jones & Day, 2018).
Each of these women also mentioned other characteristics that they thought a woman
should possess to be successful. Many of those characteristics centered around the idea of a
woman always having to be the best at whatever she does and never losing her identity. There
was this common concept across these ladies that one must be prepared, balanced and always
aware of who she is in the world.
Across the board, the participants – in varying forms – also mentioned how their faith
played a role in helping them become successful women. The practice of their faith created the
space where they find solace to deal with the everyday demands of being strong women. The
role that faith plays in the lives of women who ascribe to the superwoman persona can be an
important factor in them seeking professional help for anxious feelings. Or, it serves as an extra
support to feeling as if one was capable of enduring many struggles (Harris-Perry, 2014; WoodsGiscombe et al., 2016).
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Like the other participants, Mrs. G has held many leadership roles. She has been a
business owner, she has a family and takes primary care of her elderly mother. Asked how she
balanced everything, Mrs. G said:
Um…the Spirit…the Holy Spirit helps me, He will let me know…my prayer is my secret
place and when I am out of line I will run to my little secret place because prayer for me
is fun, whereas for some people it is duty. Prayer for me is not duty, it is my fun, so I have
my fun place with the Holy Spirit and I will sit there and we will talk…
Grace also credited her relationship with God for enabling her to balance life presently while
attending medical school:
With God…because I would probably go crazy, it’s difficult…it’s by the grace of God
because work is very demanding. My husband and I work a lot of weekends and that can
be difficult to try and balance work and home…but it is by His grace, the days that I feel
like it’s too hard or I can’t, I know that if I just sleep if off the next day, hopefully I will
wake up and start again.
The last thing to note that was different for these women than what is commonly
expressed when researching the Black superwoman was the idea of support. In prior research on
the Black superwoman persona there has been the exploration of the concept of minimal or no
support that many Black women have experienced as they navigate through life. Feeling like
there is a lack of support, some Black women experience anxiety, depression and feelings of
weakness as a result of taking on so many roles at one time. (Donovan & West, 2014; Ward et
al., 2009; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). During this study, four of five participants mentioned that it
was because of the support of their families and their husbands that they were able to endure as
much as they had to become the successful women they are today.
Grace spoke of the support from her family when she was experiencing difficult times
during medical school:
The biggest thing as far as medical school was my family, so very encouraging. So
medical school is done in four years and the sheer volume of what you have to learn is
absolutely ridiculous and I contemplated dropping out. And so at that point there was an
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option of doing an extended five-year program and I thought “either drop out or I’m
going to extend my time and suck it up.” And from a pride standpoint it bothered me
because I felt like I should be as smart as everyone else or I can’t do this or why am I
having such trouble. But I sucked it up and I did it and in the end it was the best decision
I ever made in my life and my parents supported me through it all. When I cried they
would get upset but they kept encouraging me to do it.
Dr. PL’s husband was her number one supporter when she decided to go back to school to get
her master’s degree while also beginning her preaching ministry and caring for two young
children:
It wasn’t easy but I did have a great support; my husband has always been my number
one supporter. So when I talked to him about going back to school he was like, “OK,
yeah.” It was him taking the children to church with him when I had class…it was him
making room in our finances because I didn’t work until I did my internship. So I was
able to go back to school full time…I had great support from him.
This aspect of familial support added an extra element to the idea of the Black
superwoman in that there are some women who do have the support of their families as they are
striving to reach success. It is because of this support they are able to achieve at higher levels and
they are able to take on more things. These women recognized the significant role of having
someone there to support and encourage them on their journeys.
The following table analyzes Dr. PL*’s story from lines 164-167, 175-192, 198-203, 210212, 216-220, 238-241 and 363-365; Queen Bee*’s story from lines 354-355, 366-369 and 463467, and Michelle*’s story from lines 119-125, 140-141, 148-149, 164-168, 230-236 and 254256.
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Table 3
Analysis 2
Narrative Component
Abstract

Orientation

Complicating Action

Column 1 Dr. PL
“They were
survivors, definitely
you’re talking about
women who had bad
marriages, who had
very meager
beginnings who
survived all of that”
“They were not just
survivors, they were
really thrivers, by that
there is survivor-state
where you just make
it through, and there
is a place where you
make it successfully,
they believed in
possibilities, there’s
always possibility for
things to change,
always employ every
gift, every talent,
always empower or
benefit somebody
else”
“They were not just
survivors, they were
really thrivers, by that
there is survivor-state
where you just make
it through, and there
is a place where you
make it successfully,
they believed in
possibilities, there’s
always possibility for
things to change,
always employ every
gift, every talent,
always empower or
benefit somebody
else”

Column 2 Queen Bee
“I think it’s a person
who just takes care of
her business, takes
care of the family,
and takes care of
doing whatever needs
to be done.”

Column 3 Michelle
“The first thing
having balance, your
faith, your confidence
and your A game you
have to bring to work
every day”

“She is confident,
capable, caring, and
concerning, she is
able to take care of
herself, and her
family, and friends.
She has it going on”

“You have to have
balance because for
women to follow you,
you have to be
nurturing, caring and
supportive, you have
to be a listener, then
you have to make
1000 deposits
because when you get
ready to withdraw
they have to
remember all the
good stuff that you
do.

“They come from
very diverse
backgrounds, but
they have a vision of
what they saw
themselves as or
becoming, or being
and they made it
happen.”

“You have to be
aggressive because
you are at a table
with men they have
to know that you can
do the job, it’s your
job and this is how
you are going to
produce it.”
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Table 3 Continued
Evolution

“True authentic
strong women, it’s
not about an image.
It’s just you’re doing
what you got to do
and you realize that
you do have the
presence, but it’s not
the presence that you
go after.”

“You learn how to
balance having all of
those roles in a way
where you are able to
not only be
successful in the
workplace but also in
your home.”

Resolution

“I always encourage
women to get your
own, get your
education, get your
own house, make
sure your credit is
what it needs to be,
be intentional, have
courage because fear
is always going to be
crouching at your
door. Fear is always
going to raise its
head, but you have to
have a level of
courage when you are
not afraid to fail.”

“It’s inspiring, you
know. It’s one thing
to have a career but
it’s another thing to
have a passion.”
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“It’s just a struggle
for black women
because again you are
one of the people that
is sitting around the
table that is making
decisions and then
your decisions are
criticized and you
have to have some
tough skin. We give
our all and when it’s
time for us to leave
all of this, we
sometimes have
empty homes to go to
because we sacrificed
it for the job or the
career.”
“You must know
yourself. Don’t try to
put yourself in a box
and don’t belittle
yourself to make
other people feel
good about
themselves. Never go
to a meeting
unprepared, you
always have to be
prepared, and be very
mindful of how you
treat people on your
way up because you
might need those
very people on your
way down. And be
mindful of what you
wear because I want
people to pay more
attention of what I am
saying versus what I
am wearing.”

Analysis 3
This analysis followed Queen Bee and Grace’s stories about their childhoods and career
journeys. The stories reflect the distinctly different childhood experiences of these women,
however, they ultimately experienced similar successes in their careers.
Queen Bee’s childhood was the most impoverished among the study participants. She
and her sister endured harsh conditions such as not having heat or running water in their homes.
They got water from a neighbor’s home to flush the toilet at their mother’s home. Conditions
were dramatically better at her grandparents’ house, where they had all of their basic needs met
and had cable television.
This dynamic was one of the motivating factors that inspired Queen Bee to break the
cycle of living in poverty that she and her sister experienced. The disappointment of feeling as if
her mother did not properly take care of her and her sister’s basic needs motivated Queen Bee to
not only get out of poverty but to also become a better parent. As an adult, she now understands
that her mother was dealing with depression during Queen Bee’s childhood and this manifested
in many different ways. Queen Bee’s determination to escape poverty and viewing education as
her ticket out of poverty, highlights the various modes of motivation in which Black women can
experience. These motivating factors have the potential to serve as fuel for these women to
achieve better lives.
One of the characteristics of the Black superwoman according to the literature is the
determination to succeed despite limited resources (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; WoodsGiscombe, 2010). Despite her childhood experiences and having limited resources, Queen Bee
chose to use her experiences as motivating factors to propel her to not only receive her college
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degree but to ultimately receive her doctorate, work in various sectors, and hold leadership
positions while also being present in her children’s lives.
Grace’s story brings another view of motivation and how it can help inspire Black
women to be successful. Grace grew up in a fairly good home. She and her sister had all of their
needs met, and her parents exposed them to other types of professionals. It was always expected
that Grace would do well in school and going to college was a matter of fact for her and her
sister; not an option as it was for other women.
Even though she did not experience a harsh childhood, Grace was still motivated to do
her very best and become a medical doctor. Her story highlights the importance of family and
exposure to successful models for Black women as little girls (Thompson & King, 2007). Her
upbringing and exposure to Black women successfully living their lives inspired her to become
someone great. She pursued her career out of a love for science; not a desire to escape poverty.
In this paper, her experiences suggest that not every successful Black woman has a survivor
story. Those desire to be successful because of the pure love of their chosen career field. Grace
brought to this study an element of uniqueness that I had to keep in mind when dealing with
Black women. Each woman is unique and has her own unique experiences that are worthy of
exploration (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000).
The following table analyzes Queen Bee*’s story from lines 46-59, 77-88, 90-9, 94-99,
103-106, 130-133, 143-149, 155-158, 165-167, 18; and Grace*’s story from lines 40-50, 57-65,
74-80, 90-93, 97, 102-115, 124-133 and 351-358
Table 4
Analysis 3
Narrative Component

Column 1 Queen Bee
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Column 2 Grace

Table 4 Continued
Abstract

“It was different…we grew
up…you know it’s a dual sort
of life, on the one hand I
grew up poor by the standards
of economics but not poor in
terms of home life with my
grandmother and grandfather
really sort of ensuring that we
had what we needed and had
a family life.”

Orientation

“My mom and dad divorced
when I was 8 and my mom
struggled a lot, so we would
live Monday-Thursday with
her and spend the weekends
with my grandparents. They
had a home, phone, running
water, heat and electricity. At
my mom’s house we had like
electricity, we didn’t have
running water, I remember
times when her friend who
lived next door would let us
fill these 5-gallon drums of
water from her water hose
and that’s how we would
flush the toilet, wash the
dishes, use that for cooking.
And even though we didn’t
have much we did have
community”
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“I lived in the city, urban
middle class, comfortable
living, I had two educated
parents who worked very
hard, my mother was a
teacher and my father worked
his way from doing several
odd jobs to school to be a
mail carrier, to the military, I
had a nice childhood, we had
everything we needed and a
lot of what we wanted.”
“Education was very, very
important in the house, we
knew that grades meant a lot
and we were expected to
succeed, without our parents
kind of telling us that we
needed to go further than high
school, we kind of knew we
were going to go further than
high school. My family
surrounded us with good
people, like good coworkers,
good family and friends that
were very instrumental in
every aspect of our lives”

Table 4 Continued
Complicating Action

“I didn’t really feel like my
mom took care of us, she
didn’t come to our school
events and I remember
thinking one time when she
didn’t come “well you’re not
working, why didn’t you
come” but even looking back
on that and just some things
that I recognize now as an
adult she was suffering with
depression, you know that
was probably some of her
issues but it definitely
affected me”

Evaluation

“I always purposed in myself
that my children’s needs
would be taken care of and so
that drove me to never be
broke, to not live impoverish,
I knew I needed to have a
college degree because I was
the first one in my family to
finish college, I knew I
needed to go to college
because I felt like that was
the only way, I felt like
education was the only way I
could make it out of poverty”
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“My sister and I knew right
away without any
conversation from my mom
or dad that we were going to
college, my parents didn’t
play about grades, they were
very involved in the school,
and they surrounded us with
people who also valued
education, like we had people
who were professional black
people, we had people that
were involved in the
community, we had people
who worked hard for a living,
it was just people that were
on our side and wanted to see
us succeed.”
“I went to a magnet high
school and I met a science
teacher and I loved her and I
fell in love with science, I had
an awesome guidance
counselor and he helped me
by having me talk with
somebody from this medical
school in New Orleans. I
wanted to go to an HBCU
that was known for sending
African Americans to medical
school so I went there, and
then went to medical school
at this school in Tennessee, I
then chose internal medicine
because I like taking care of
patients in the hospital.”

Table 4 Continued
Resolution

“I went to college, majored in
speech pathology, got
married and sat out a
semester, I eventually
graduated and my advisor
asked me if I would consider
teaching, and so I taught on
the collegiate level for 11
years while getting my
doctorate, my ex-husband and
I had a successful fitness
business, I was the manager
for an assisted living facility,
director of area operations, I
had the opportunity to travel
back and forth to China to
help with their speech
training and now I am the VP
for a company in the private
sector, I did whatever I
needed to do to ensure that I
would have the things that I
wanted while yet still making
sure that I’m never living
beyond my means.”
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“I was very blessed in that of
what was expected of
me…like I knew what was
expected and I was pushed to
do well…I was fortunate that
education was a really big
deal in our house and
basically everyone we
associated with it was a big
deal as well

Analysis 4
This analysis followed two very different examples of the roles that female models
played in the formation of successful women. Although Dr. PL and Queen Bee had very
different models, they each were able to learn from the models and internalized standards that
helped them become successful later in life.
Dr. PL mentioned her mother and the examples of strength she modeled as motivating
factors that inspired her to become the woman she is today. She explained how her mother was
able to live a fulfilling life that focused on always bettering herself, helping other people and
thriving in harsh circumstances. Dr. PL ended the story with advice that her mother gave her
about being a woman: that you needed your education and that you needed to take care of
yourself.
Dr. PL attributed many of her own characteristics and how she governed her life to the
influences of her mother and those other strong women in her life. This transference of values
and strengths from generation to generation reaffirms literature surrounding the Black
superwoman in that the Black superwoman persona is passed down from older female relatives
to younger girls as a way of teaching them how to embrace their independence and how to
navigate with the outside world successfully (Abrams et al., 2014; Thompson & King, 2007).
On the opposite end of this analysis is the, story of Queen Bee, her unique experience
with her mother and how that motivated her to become successful. Queen Bee started the story
describing her childhood. Although she grew up with love in the home of her grandparents on
the weekends, she also experienced impoverished conditions in the home of her mother during
the week. Monday-Thursday she and her sister lived in a home with no running water,
sometimes no phone and they had to deal with no gas heat during the winter months.

59

The experience of living in those conditions, with a parent who was uninvolved in her
life, affected the mindset of Queen Bee. She stated that one of her purposes in life was to be a
better parent than her mother; she wanted to be involved and be present in the lives of her
children. This mindset stemmed from experiences where Queen Bee expected her mother to
show up at school events but her mother did not make an effort to be present.
As an adult, Queen Bee realized that her mother was dealing with depression and that she
was checked out mentally most days. This had a lasting impact on Queen Bee. Because of these
experiences, Queen Bee looked for a way to escape poverty and she found that through
education. Queen Bee’s experiences highlight another aspect of motivation as well as the female
influences of successful women. Her mother’s lack of care and effort motivated Queen Bee to
become a better woman, to become a better mom and to not expose her children to the same type
of environment she had to endure during her childhood. Queen Bee was determined to beat the
odds even with limited resources.
Both of these stories highlight the importance that female models have on the formation
of successful Black women. Although both women had different models they each learned
lessons from their models that guided them along their journey.
The following table analyzes Dr. PL*’s story from lines 167-177, 181-183, 193-204,
374-382, 386-392, 400-402, 408-409 and 412-415; and Queen Bee*’s story from lines 46-50, 5359, 73-75, 77-88 and 102-106.

60

Table 5
Analysis 4
Narrative Component
Abstract

Orientation

Column 1 Dr. PL
“I’m of the Oprah generation,
Oprah was syndicated in
1986, I got married in 1986,
so I’m of the generation
where we finally started
having conversations about
our pressures and that helped
me tremendously because I
am a perfectionist by nature,
I’m very driven and my
mother was the same way, so
that was my model of seeing
strong women who worked
three jobs to survive and were
always trying to better
themselves.”
“My mother lost her mother
at age 18, but she survived
somehow and made a life of
her own, without a mentor,
without somebody she could
lean on, had bad marriages all
those kinds of things but she
was a survivor and so were
my aunts and my sister…the
women in my family were
honored, considered the
matriarchs, the strong type
who had to raise kids by
themselves, but they were not
just survivors, they were
really thrivers, I saw women
who had very fulfilling lives
and that’s what I always
wanted”
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Column 2 Queen Bee
“Life was different, it was a
dual sort of life for me, on the
one hand I grew up poor by
the standards of economics
but not poor in terms of home
life with my grandparents.
My mom and dad separated
when I was 8 and my mom
struggled a lot”

“So my grandparents had a
home and a phone and
running water and heat and
electricity and cable and at
my mom’s house we had
electricity, we didn’t have
running water, she would
have a phone sometimes, we
didn’t have gas heat or
anything like that. I
remember there were times
when her friend next door
would let us fill up these 5gallon drums of water from
her water hose and that’s how
we would flush the toilet,
wash the dishes, use that for
cooking.”

Table 5 Continued
Complicating Action

Evaluation

“My mom was just a strong
woman, when I say strong, as
I said before about the bad
marriage, raising children, but
she was always trying to
better herself, my mom got an
8th grade education but she
went back and got her GED.
She took courses where she
learned how to be a
professional, she was just
always about bettering herself
and I’m that way”
“My mother was told she was
dying but she didn’t feel like
she was dying, so seeing
someone have to accept that
they are dying but they aren’t
in pain, that’s a huge pill to
swallow and just to have to
get ready for death. So she
dismantled her life and that to
me showed incomparable
strength that I had never seen
and I’ve walked people
through death before but I
have never seen anybody do
it the way she did it. I don’t
know if I would have the
strength to do that.
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“You know just with my
mom it was just a struggle for
her, we lived with her
basically for school and then
everything else my
grandparents it was different”

“I didn’t really feel like my
mom took care of us. She
didn’t come to our school
events and I remember
thinking one time when she
didn’t come to something and
I thought to myself, well
you’re not working why
didn’t you come, but even
looking back on that and just
some of the things that I
recognize now as an adult,
she was suffering with
depression, when you look at
the characteristics of
depression: sleeping and in
the bed, just not being
involved and engaged and all
of that and so I look back
now and I think ok, you know
that was probably some of her
issues and it definitely
affected me.”

Table 5 Continued
Resolution

“She was amazing, she
always had conversations
with me about being a
woman. You need your
education, education is
something no one can take
away from you, you need to
be able to think for yourself,
my mother was always
equipping me, she was saying
“look you need to be able to
handle things, take care of
yourself…”
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“I always purposed in myself
that I would do whatever it
took to make sure that not
only were my needs taken
care of, my children’s needs
would be taken care of as
well, my experiences drove
me to never be broke. I knew
that I needed to go to college,
I knew that I needed to have a
college degree because my
mother didn’t go and I felt
like education was the only
way I could make it out of
poverty.”

Analysis 5
This analysis followed the stories Mrs. G and Dr. PL told involving their experiences
with both colorism and racism. Mrs. G started her story describing the era that she grew up in,
which was the early 1970s and 1980s. She mentioned that during that time there was a shift
within the African-American culture as a whole. It was the era that followed the Civil Rights
movement and the death of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Amid declarations of “I’m Black and I’m
proud,” Black people began to embrace their Afrocentric features and love who they were as a
people.
Mrs. G noted that this was a shift from the mode of thinking that she somewhat
remembered from when she was a little girl. That way of thinking involved being very skin-color
conscious with there being a preference for lighter skin. Although Mrs. G did not experience
colorism from outside people, she remembered that she had some uncles that treated her lighterskinned sister different than they treated Mrs. G and her other siblings. This differential
treatment did not go on long because her mother put a stop to it.
Mrs. G detailed that she was part of the first generation of Black students bussed to
integrate the schools. That bussing situation brought skin color, as far as White and Black, to the
forefront for this group of people. They knew they were being bussed because of their skin color
and they clung together. For Mrs. G, this era brought about a great degree of confidence in being
Black. She felt connected and proud of her ethnic heritage, especially when she began her
nursing career at a school that was predominately White. Mrs. G’s experiences with both
colorism and racism fall align with the literature on the history of colorism. The “Black is
Beautiful” push began to change the ways in which the Black community viewed itself in terms
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of beauty standards. And after this period, colorism (just like racism) began to become more
covert than overt (Hunter, 2007; Monk, 2014; Wilder, 2010).
Dr. PL also described her experiences with both colorism and racism, including the first
time she was made aware of her skin color when compared to her family. She told of being
around 10 years old and at a family event when a distant relative asked her who she belonged to
because that relative did not think she looked like anyone there. For the first time, she realized
that she did not favor her mother’s side of the family. She immediately sensed a loss of
belongingness and that sensation was something that she felt years after that conversation. She
began to notice differences between herself and the rest of her family.
Dr. PL also described her first time really experiencing a difference between herself and
her White counterparts. It came during a master’s program class in which she was one of two
Black people and a participant in a group project that dealt with racism. As she began to bring up
issues that still plagued her at that moment, her classmates responded in a dismissive way, which
led her to really become passionate about those issues. For the first time she realized that
although racism was subtle, it was a very real experience that her classmates did not deem
worthy of discussing. As a result, she began to question her relationships with her classmates.
She started to very aware of her skin color and detected that her classmates were more aware of
her skin color as well.
She ended the story by explaining how she believes the Black community deals with
colorism and racism. According to Dr. PL, the Black community thinks of colorism as a matter
of fact; yes, it is something that we may discuss within our circles, but we do not view it as big
of an issue as racism. There was a time when colorism was very overt. Now it has more of a
covert presence, whereas racism is still a prevalent issue today.
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Dr. PL mentioned that in 2019 there are still places in the United States that - as a Black
person - you are not welcome. Her explanation of the difference, along with her interpretation of
her two experiences, gave an insight as to how women in her generation may view colorism vs.
racism. For them, colorism is not as big an issue as racism. Yes, it is there, however, it does not
out weight the overt and ongoing racism. There are still people that the dominant culture
purposefully and systematically discriminates against because of the color of their skin.
These two stories highlighted a very important factor that was not considered when this
dissertation was created. The participants’ perception of the role that colorism played in their
lives was completely different from what was theorized. The participants did not perceive
colorism to be as important as racism. For them, because of the era that they grew up in,
colorism was something that they attributed to as an “old way of thinking” and they had grown
up in environments that did not promote that way of thinking. However, racism and the
experiences surrounding it, was very notable across the participants. Also, across the participants
there was this unique experience that many other Black women in leadership roles described as
ways in which they felt that their voices and experiences were ignored or erased by the dominant
culture, especially in the workplace (Combs, 2003; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Holder et al.,
2015).
The following table analyzes Mrs. G*’s story from lines 264-270, 274-280, 286-293,
296-302 and 315-330; and Dr. PL*’s story from lines 155-159, 249-252 255-262, 264-268, 277285 and 294-339.
Table 6
Analysis 5
Narrative Component

Column 1 Mrs. G
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Column 2 Dr. PL

Table 6 Continued
Abstract

Orientation

“I’m the generation of the 70s
at this time the 70s MLK had
just been killed in the 60s and
so the 70s was “I’m black and
I’m Proud” Black girls began
to be pretty and big and black
hair…black girls in the 70s,
we left the place of…when I
was little girl remembering
the place of color, the bright
skin girl with the long hair, so
not it went to “hey anything
goes I’m black and I’m
Proud”
“I remember when we were
bussed and that’s what
brought the skin color thing
out for us. After King died,
the bussing situation, after the
Montgomery march, the
bussing situation was ultimate
and so they were bussing us
from my high school to the
majority white schools, we
would ask why are we over
here because we were not
interested in being there, we
were some of the first
generation of kids to be
bussed so that made us know
we were being bussed for our
race, not because you want us
for our intellect. It made us
cling together because now
you bussed us into that
environment but you couldn’t
separate us because we
weren’t ready to separate.

67

“I’ve always said I was
brown skin, so when I hear
people say “she light skin”
I’m thinking “well who are
they talking to?” Because I
don’t see myself as light skin,
I don’t see myself as dark
skin, but if I were to describe
myself, it’s not going to be
light skin, I would just say
I’m brown skin”

“It was at a family reunion, I
was young and several people
who did not know me
because we had a very large
family just walked up to me
saying “now whose child are
you because you don’t look
like nobody around here” so
all of a sudden I’m like 10 or
11 and I’m saying “I don’t”
because this is my mother’s
side and they are all dark, that
was my first time really
giving consideration to the
color of my skin. I lost a little
bit of a sense of belonging in
that particular arena because
they all were dark, I just had
never paid it any attention
until they couldn’t put me
with anybody”

Table 6 Continued
Complicating Action

Evaluation

“I have a darker skin mom
and skin color didn’t matter
in my home…now let me tell
you what did matter, I had
some uncles and my middle
sister is a fair girl and the rest
of us are brown to dark skin
like my mom and they would
for whatever reason coming
out of that old mind, would
often handle her different
than how they would handle
us, but my mom was such an
authoritative and it would be
known that you would not
divide her children by color.”

‘When I was in my Master’s
program and I was taking a
class on group therapy I was
one of two blacks in that
class, we had to do a group
session and somehow we
chose racism, I then realized
as we did the session all this
stuff was coming out of me
that I didn’t even know was
there because at first the
conversation was real surface
but then I started bringing up
things and realizing that it
wasn’t a passion for me until
we started talking about
issues and they started
dismissing it. I started giving
examples that “yes racism
still exist” and its subtle and
the more I talked the more
passionate I became because
what I realized is they were
totally oblivious to it and that
kind of riled me.
“However we did seem to see “What’s interesting is that I
some social tendency even
felt like because I raised those
with football games and you
issues, now they saw as
would see the cheerleaders
black. You know these were
would pick the lighter girls
people that I was in this
out front but as you moved
program with so I had
more to the 70s you saw that established relationship but it
decreasing and life began to
was now this “ok now you
change, I do remember a little are one of the black ones. I
of it, not in my home because didn’t feel as close to them
my home was a female
anymore…color to me then
dominate home and you
mattered and I didn’t know
weren’t going to handle her
that it would but I felt it.”
children like that”
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Table 6 Continued
Resolution

“The 70s was a good era for
me, I enjoyed it…it brought a
sense of confidence, it
brought a sense of race and
ethnic exclusivity, which I
think helped me in the place
of when I went to nursing
school and stepped in a
primary Caucasian world. I
had a good confidence and a
good build up.”
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“If you bring up racism it
brings to bear accountability
because if we both agree that
it is a problem now you bring
me into a level of
accountability of doing
something about it. If I act
like it doesn’t exist then I
don’t have to do anything
about it. But when it comes to
colorism I don’t know if we
don’t talk about it as much as
we talk about it within our
circles, we talk about it as a
matter of fact and not an issue
to be addressed or fixed like
racism but as a matter of fact.
There are places we go if we
are on a trip in the car
literally this is 2019 and there
are still placed when you are
driving you say “ no we
aren’t turning off on that
street” You shouldn’t feel
like that in America but that
still exist.”

Findings and Discussion
Five themes emerged from the data analysis. Those themes are: (1) perceptions of the
strong Black woman, (2) characteristics of the successful Black woman/strong Black woman, (3)
childhood experiences as motivation for success, (4) the role of female models in the formation
of the superwoman and (5) race and the self. In this next section I discuss each theme in detail
and in the last section I present the representation of the data.
Theme 1: Perceptions of the Strong Black Woman
Perceptions of the strong Black woman emerged as the first theme from the data. Across
the five components of analysis there were conflicting views of the strong Black woman. And,
depending on the individual, these views can register as positive or negative. For non-Black
women, (Caucasians and Black men) this strength was perceived as a negative and challenging
force that could be used to demean or undermine Black women. Across the analysis there was
this view of how this strength, or even having an opposing opinion, could come off as the Black
women being perceived as aggressive or sometimes disrespectful. It is interesting to note that
although there was this acknowledgement of the negative connotations surrounding this label,
there was also an acceptance of the positive attributes of being labeled strong across the analysis.
These stories highlighted the positives of this label while also acknowledging that there is
another perception of this strength. So, although across the analysis the participants situated
themselves – and other women – as women who are caring, and women who are capable of
taking care of others, they still recognized that articulating their opinion when they had an issue
or being confident in who they were could be perceived by others as negative characteristics.
Michelle mentioned that there was this self-awareness that one must possess, especially when in
positions of power:
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I think society…you know they don’t want to see a bunch of us [successful black women]
so the people who make it…we have to be able to know how to code switch so that we
don’t intimidate our peers, right, so they accept us but yet they watch us…
This negative view of the strong Black woman falls in line with the literature of Melissa HarrisPerry (2014), who wrote “Black women feel pressured to calibrate their directness and
assertiveness, and minimize their accomplishments and success, to make the men in their lives
comfortable with and confident in their manhood” (p.90).
Theme 2: Characteristics of the Successful Black Woman/Strong Black Woman
Another major theme that emerged from the data encompassed the characteristics of the
successful Black woman/strong Black woman. Across analysis two, there were some common
traits/characteristics mentioned within the components that reaffirmed the literature on the black
superwoman. According to Woods-Giscombe (2010), there are characteristics that describe the
Black superwoman: 1.) the obligation to manifest strength at all times, 2.) obligation to suppress
emotions, 3.) resistance to being vulnerable or dependent, and 4.) the determination to succeed
despite limited resources.
Across the analysis, specifically in the abstract and orientation sections, which were the
start of the stories and the detailing of the who and what of the stories, there was mentioning of
the fact that a successful Black woman must be capable of not only taking care of herself, but
also taking care of those around her. Across the analysis, there was the perception that regardless
of whether she is considered successful by society standards (i.e. money and power), a
successful/strong Black woman should still be an advocate for others around her. Another
dominant perception was that when the successful Black woman has reached a position of
power, she should make decisions that will benefit others and help them along the way.
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This idea of balance between work and home life was also a dominant characteristic that
emerged across the analysis. A successful Black woman should be able to be present at home as
well as always prepared in the workplace. Interestingly, across the analysis there was a certain
air of perfectionism that emerged.
Many of the stories mentioned that to be considered successful one must “have it going
on” or “always be prepared” or have a “standard of excellence and you must always give your
best.” It was as if they lived their lives with no room for error. Although this perfectionism has
pushed them to reach great lengths, it has the potential to be detrimental to their personal lives,
as well as mental health. Research has shown that the mindset of always having to be perfect,
whether at home or at work, can lead to Black women feeling stressed and anxious all for the
sake of not showing weakness (Donovan & West, 2014; Hunter, 2015; Watson & Hunter 2015).
Although across this analysis there was no mentioning of extra stress, it must be noted that line
of questioning went beyond the interview protocol.
Another dominant characteristic that emerged from the analysis and also reaffirmed the
literature was the idea that to be a successful Black woman you must be capable of surviving
challenging life circumstances and thriving in those places. Across the analysis there was
mention of the ability to survive whatever life gave you. Or, in some of the women’s words,
“make lemonade when life gives you lemons.” This thriving characteristic was evident within
some of the life stories and in the references to the female influences in the women’s lives. These
female influences will be discussed later in this chapter.
Theme 3: Childhood Experiences as Motivation for Success
The data also yielded the major theme of childhood experiences as motivation for
success. Across analysis three, there was mention of how childhood experiences, whether
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positive or negative, were motivating factors for later success. Across the analysis, there were
qualitatively different expressions of the impact that the experiences from childhood had on the
lives of these successful women.
Starting with the abstract component, it was illuminating to view the very different
childhood beginnings that were mentioned. One story mentioned experiencing very
impoverished circumstances and there also were references to participants not having their basic
needs met on a daily basis. Across the analysis, there was the concept of the “dual life,” where
they had experiences with a very poor home life by economic standards but lived lives that were
still full of love from either their community or parents.
Across the evaluation component, where the individual comments on the story as a
whole, these impoverished circumstances motivated the participants to break the cycle of poverty
and to excel in their lives. Across the resolution component, in which the individuals end their
stories, there was mention of the ability to use those experiences as motivation to not only escape
the life of poverty but to also help other people along the way. This line of thinking reaffirms the
literature on the Black superwoman in that these women were determined to be successful
despite their limited resources (Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
The other side of this analysis focused on the positive impact that childhood experiences
could have on motivating a person to become successful. This part of the analysis, specifically in
the complicating action component, highlighted another area of motivation, which is exposure.
There is a story reference to the impact of being exposed at an early age to professional people
who valued education and to the potential such exposure packs to inspire someone to become
successful. Even though this story’s experiences were not harsh like the other stories, within this
analysis those experiences still were motivating factors for eventual success. This analysis
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highlighted the importance of family and exposure for Black women as little girls. The
participant’s experiences suggested that not every successful Black woman has a survivor story.
There are women who simply desire to be successful because of the pure love of their chosen
career field.
These qualitatively different stories brought to this study an element of uniqueness that
one must keep in mind when dealing with Black women. Each woman is unique and has her own
unique experiences that are worthy of exploration. Across the participants, we can note that
childhood experiences, whether positive or negative, can be a motivating factor for success.
Either one is motivated to not become what they witness or they are motivated to be the best
because of the expectations from their environment.
Theme 4: The Role of Female Models in the Formation of Superwoman
The role of female models in the formation of superwoman also emerged from the data as
a major theme. Across the analysis, when speaking about life experiences and the women that
were admired, the participants credited women closest to them as inspirations for success. The
interactions with these women, whether positive or negative, could motivate a person to become
successful inside of the home, as well as inside of the workplaces.
There were different principles or characteristics from the women’s models that the
participants admired and when they explained those things they mentioned that they saw those
same characteristics within themselves. Or, there were things about the female models that they
used as a guide to not become the same type of person. Some of those principles were valuing
education, making sure that one is capable of taking care of herself and being able to have your
own opinion.
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Across the analysis, there was either an alignment with the principles that the female
models in their lives exhibited, or the participants used those characteristics as a guide of what
not to do to become successful. Across the analysis, there was acknowledgement of the influence
these models had on their lives and even how they still affected the world around them. This
influence that female models have on the formation of the superwoman reaffirms the literature
that focuses on the modeling of standards for younger women. The role of the strong Black
woman is often modeled for younger generations of Black girls by the older generation of
women to help them embrace their independence and become confident in who they were
created to be (Abrams et al., 2014; Thompson & King, 2007).
Theme 5: Race and the Self
The last theme that emerged from the data is race and the self. Although colorism is still
relevant within the Black community, across this analysis colorism was perceived to not be a
matter of issue but a matter of a fact. Across this analysis, there was acknowledgement of
colorism as something that was common but it did not seem to play a huge role in how they
viewed themselves or how they felt that they were treated. Also, across this analysis there was
acknowledgement of a few small incidents of colorism over their lifetimes. Asked about those
experiences, they replied, “Oh yeah, that did happen.”
Even during the interview process it took all of the participants time to think about an
instance of colorism that they had experienced. Racism, however, was an issue that all had
experienced in subtle ways. And, there were some experiences that involved feeling as if one’s
viewpoint was being ignored during a class assignment or experiences of underhanded comments
made when trying to buy a house. Asked about race relations outside of the African-American
community, my participants did not have a hard time thinking of different situations that had
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happened over their lifetimes. For many of the participants, these subtle forms of racism were
things that they were more conscious of than their White counterparts and this self-awareness
continued to be a part of the way that they govern their lives.
One reason that could possibly explain why colorism for this group of women was not an
issue is that these women grew up in the 1970s and 1980s. They are a part of the “Black is
Beautiful” generation that produced Black people eager to embrace their African features.
Although this generation of women may have experienced a few instances of colorism, those
experiences did not measurably contribute to the formation of how they viewed themselves. As
far as racism was concerned, there was a level of self-awareness that each of the participants
experienced as they navigated different spaces. At different points in their careers, each of the
participants had been situated in spaces where they were among the few African Americans in
the room. This acknowledgment of awareness, specifically for Black women in majority White
spaces, is one to note because it reaffirms the literature surrounding Black women in leadership.
Other Black women leaders have cited experiences (as they navigate their work spaces) of
feeling as if their voices and experiences are ignored or erased by the dominant culture (Combs,
2003; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Holder et al., 2015).
Justification and Presentation of Data
I decided that the best way to represent the stories of my participants was through a
narrative form of representation. I followed the examples of poetic representations and created
cohesive stories from the narrative analysis that were used to analyze the data. The reasoning
behind representing these stories as narratives was inspired by Adame, Leitner, and Knudson
(2011), who stated this when explaining their decision for using poetry as a form of
representation:
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Aesthetic presentational forms highlight the co-construction of meaning between the
researcher and the participants as well as the co-construction of meaning
between the researcher and reader. Alternative forms of representation serve to
create dialogical clearings in which readers are invited to join in, not only with
critique but also with their feelings and personal reflections.
As I was conducting, transcribing and reading the interviews, I met with many emotions
and feelings, most of which were of endearment and awe at the stories of my participants. Their
stories were of struggle and triumph, their lives beautiful testaments to what it means to be a
successful Black woman. I chose to represent their stories in a way that would invoke some type
of emotion/feeling in readers for years to come. I also wanted to represent their stories in a way
that protected their individual uniqueness.
According to Black feminist theory, under the ethics of care, when researching the lives
of Black women one must take in account that no two women are the same and each woman has
her own unique story and experiences (Collins, 2000). Each story consisted of the actual words
from the transcripts of the interviews with the participants. The process of constructing these
pieces came from the narrative analysis that I employed to analyze the data. Instead of keeping
their stories fragmented within the analysis I combined them to make one cohesive collection of
narratives.

Narratives: Behind the Cape
This next section displays the chosen representation for the data. The title of this piece is
“Behind the Cape,” and each theme has two stories that represent the lives of these super women
behind their “capes”. The idea is for the reader to read each story and then allow the stories to
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help you make meaning of their association with the theme. Feel free to allow any emotions and
feelings the stories invoke to help with your meaning-making process.
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Perceptions of the Strong Black Woman
It’s one the I embrace as positive but I am
I think it can be thought of as a positive, a
aware that it comes with negative
person who takes care of her business, takes
connotations as well…with men it can mean care of her family, and in some ways it can be
you’re too independent, you’re
a negative, people think she doesn’t need
abrasive…you’re hard with men…with
anything or anybody…a non-black person
Caucasians it can come with the stereotype of
would say or think the strong black woman
“you’re angry all of the time”…the “angry
doesn’t need a man or she is doing it all by
one” is always one we have to fight because if
herself, there is this idea that we lack
we are articulate, if we are offended and we
femininity or softness, and I think in some
communicate that then we are viewed as
ways our African American males may think
being angry, if we are intelligent we can come that way as well…it relates to slavery, we had
off as being aggressive, too hard…men of
to be strong because we didn’t have men to
power, men of financial means, in a
claim as our own, even when there was a
patriarchal society that can be interpreted…a
husband and wife that man would often be
woman with her own view of things that
taken away and sold, and the black woman
maybe different than his own can be viewed
had to be strong to make it through…if an
as a threat, can be viewed as
African American male grew up in a house
disrespectful…but that’s not what it means
with a lot of women, I think he looks more
for me, they are strong in that they endured
positively on the strong black female than
difficult situations, they are strong in that they
someone with a father who dominated his
become an advocate for others.
mother. Men who are secure in who they are
appreciate what a strong black woman can
- Dr. PL
bring to their lives, men who are not as
confident have difficulty with black women
who are strong…but as black women we
would say that a strong black woman is a
woman who is confident, who is capable, who
is caring and concerning of others.
- Queen Bee
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Characteristics of the Successful Black Woman/Strong Black Woman
They were survivors,
definitely you’re talking
about women who had bad
marriages, who had very
meager beginnings who
survived all of that…they
were not just survivors, they
were really thrivers, by that
there is survivor-state where
you just make it through and
there is a place where you
make it successfully, they
believed in possibilities,
there’s always possibility for
things to change, always
employ every gift, every
talent, always empower or
benefit somebody else…there
are women who are strong
black women who may not be
successful by the world’s
standards meaning money,
possession and power but
they are strong in that they
endured difficult situations,
they become an advocate for
others, and then there are
women that are successful in
that they have made it to a
position of power that can
open doors for others…true
authentic strong women, it’s
not about an image its just
you’re doing what you got to
do and you realize you do
have the presence but it’s not
the presence that you go
after…I always encourage
women to get your own, get

I think it’s a person who just
The first thing having
takes care of her business,
balance, your faith, your
takes care of the family, and
confidence and you’re ‘A’
takes care of doing whatever
game you have to bring to
needs to be done…she is
work every day…you have to
confident, capable, caring and
have balance because for
concerning, she is able to take
women to follow you, you
care of herself and her family, have to be nurturing, caring,
and friends. She has it going
and supportive, you have to
on…they come from very
be a listener, then you have to
diverse backgrounds, but they make 1000 deposits because
have a vision of what they
when you get ready to
saw themselves as or
withdraw they have to
becoming, or being and they
remember all the good stuff
made it happen…you learn
that you do…you have to be
how to balance having all of aggressive because you are at
those roles in a way where
a table with men they have to
you are able to not only be
know that you can do the job,
successful in the workplace
it’s your job and this is how
but also in your home…it’s
you are going to produce
inspiring you, it’s one thing
it…it’s just a struggle or
to have a career but it’s
black women because again
another thing to have a
you are one of the people that
passion.
is sitting around the table that
is making decisions and then
- Queen Bee
your decisions are criticized
and you have to have some
tough skin. We give our all
and when it’s time for us to
leave all of this, we
sometimes have empty homes
to go to because we sacrificed
it for the job or the
career…you must know
yourself, don’t try to put
yourself in a box and don’t
belittle yourself to make other
people feel good about
themselves, never go to a
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your education, get your own
house, make sure your credit
is what it needs to be, be
intentional, have courage
because fear is always going
to be crouching at your door,
fear is always going to raise
its head but you have to have
a level of courage when you
are not afraid to fail.

meeting unprepared, you
always have to be prepared,
and be mindful of how you
treat people on your way up
because you might need those
very people on your way
down and be mindful of what
you wear because I want
people to pay more attention
of what I am saying versus
what I am wearing.

- Dr. PL

- Michelle
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Childhood Experiences as Motivation for Success
It was different…we grew up…you know it’s
a dual sort of life, on the one hand I grew up
poor by the standards of economics but not
poor in terms of home life with my
grandmother and grandfather really sort of
ensuring that we had what we needed and had
a family life…My mom and dad divorced
when I was 8 and my mom struggled a lot, so
we would live Monday-Thursday with her
and spend the weekends with my
grandparents. They had a home, phone,
running water, heat and electricity. At my
mom’s house we had like electricity, we
didn’t have running water, I remember times
when her friend who lived next door would
let us fill these 5-gallon drums of water from
her water hose and that’s how we would flush
the toilet, wash the dishes, use that for
cooking. And even though we didn’t have
much we did have community…I didn’t
really feel like my mom took care of us, she
didn’t come to our school events and I
remember thinking one time when she didn’t
come “well you’re not working, why didn’t
you come” but even looking back on that and
just some things that I recognize now as an
adult she was suffering with depression, you
know that was probably some of her issues
but it definitely affected me…I always
purposed in myself that my children’s needs
would be taken care of and so that drove me
to never be broke, to not live impoverished, I
knew I needed to have a college degree
because I was the first one in my family to
finish college, I knew I needed to go to
college because I felt like that was the only
way, I felt like education was the only way I
could make it out of poverty… I went to
college, majored in speech pathology, got

I lived in the city, urban middle class,
comfortable living, I had two educated
parents who worked very hard, my mother
was a teacher and my father worked his way
from doing several odd jobs to school to be a
mail carrier, to the military, I had a nice
childhood, we had everything we needed and
a lot of what we wanted…Education was
very, very important in the house, we knew
that grades meant a lot and we were expected
to succeed, without our parents kind of telling
us that we needed to go further than high
school, we kind of knew we were going to go
further than high school. My family
surrounded us with good people, like good
coworkers, good family and friends that were
very instrumental in every aspect of our
lives…My sister and I knew right away
without any conversation from my mom or
dad that we were going to college, my parents
didn’t play about grades, they were very
involved in the school, and they surrounded
us with people who also valued education,
like we had people who were professional
black people, we had people that were
involved in the community, we had people
who worked hard for a living, it was just
people that were on our side and wanted to
see us succeed…I went to a magnet high
school and I met a science teacher and I loved
her and I fell in love with science, I had an
awesome guidance counselor and he helped
me by having me talk with somebody from
this medical school in New Orleans. I wanted
to go to an HBCU that was known for
sending African Americans to medical school
so I went there, and then went to medical
school at this school in Tennessee, I then
chose internal medicine because I like taking
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married and sat out a semester, I eventually
graduated and my advisor asked me if I would
consider teaching, and so I taught on the
collegiate level for 11 years while getting my
doctorate, my ex-husband and I had a
successful fitness business, I was the manager
for an assisted living facility, director of area
operations, I had the opportunity to travel
back and forth to China to help with their
speech training and now I am the VP for a
company in the private sector, I did whatever
I needed to do to ensure that I would have the
things that I wanted while yet still making
sure that I’m never living beyond my means.
- Queen Bee
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care of patients in the hospital…I was very
blessed in that of what was expected of
me…like I knew what was expected and I
was pushed to do well…I was fortunate that
education was a really big deal in our house
and basically everyone we associated with it
was a big deal as well.
- Grace

The Role of Female Models in the Formation of Superwoman
I’m of the Oprah generation, Oprah was
Life was different, it was a dual sort of life for
syndicated in 1986, I got married in 1986, so
me, on the one hand I grew up poor by the
I’m of the generation where we finally started standards of economics but not poor in terms
having conversations about our pressures and of home life with my grandparents. My mom
that helped me tremendously because I am a and dad separated when I was 8 and my mom
perfectionist by nature, I’m very driven and
struggled a lot…So my grandparents had a
my mother was the same way, so that was my home and a phone and running water and heat
model of seeing strong women who worked
and electricity and cable and at my mom’s
three jobs to survive and were always trying
house we had electricity, we didn’t have
to better themselves…My mother lost her
running water, she would have a phone
mother at age 18, but she survived somehow
sometimes, we didn’t have gas heat or
and made a life of her own, without a mentor,
anything like that. I remember there were
without somebody she could lean on, had bad times when her friend next door would let us
marriages all those kinds of things but she
fill up these 5-gallon drums of water from her
was a survivor and so were my aunts and my water hose and that’s how we would flush the
sister…the women in my family were
toilet, wash the dishes, use that for cooking…
honored, considered the matriarchs, the strong
You know just with my mom it was just a
type who had to raise kids by themselves, but
struggle for her, we lived with her basically
they were not just survivors, they were really
for school and then everything else my
thrivers, I saw women who had very fulfilling grandparents it was different… I didn’t really
lives and that’s what I always wanted…My
feel like my mom took care of us. She didn’t
mom was just a strong woman, when I say
come to our school events and I remember
strong, as I said before about the bad
thinking one time when she didn’t come to
marriage, raising children, but she was always
something and I thought to myself, well
th
trying to better herself, my mom got an 8
you’re not working why didn’t you come, but
grade education but she went back and got her
even looking back on that and just some of
GED. She took courses where she learned
the things that I recognize now as an adult,
how to be a professional, she was just always she was suffering with depression, when you
about bettering herself and I’m that way.. My
look at the characteristics of depression:
mother was told she was dying but she didn’t
sleeping and in the bed, just not being
feel like she was dying, so seeing someone
involved and engaged and all of that and so I
have to accept that they are dying but they
look back now and I think ok, you know that
aren’t in pain, that’s a huge pill to swallow
was probably some of her issues and it
and just to have to get ready for death. So she definitely affected me… I always purposed in
dismantled her life and that to me showed
myself that I would do whatever it took to
incomparable strength that I had never seen
make sure that not only were my needs taken
and I’ve walked people through death before
care of, my children’s needs would be taken
but I have never seen anybody do it the way
care of as well, my experiences drove me to
she did it. I don’t know if I would have the
never be broke. I knew that I needed to go to
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strength to do that…She was amazing, she
always had conversations with me about
being a woman. You need your education,
education is something no one can take away
from you, you need to be able to think for
yourself, my mother was always equipping
me, she was saying “look you need to be able
to handle things, take care of yourself.

college, I knew that I needed to have a college
degree because my mother didn’t go and I felt
like education was the only way I could make
it out of poverty.
- Queen Bee

- Dr.PL

85

Race and the Self
I’m the generation of the 70s at this time the
I’ve always said I was brown skin, so when I
70s MLK had just been killed in the 60s and
hear people say “she light skin” I’m thinking
so the 70s was “I’m black and I’m Proud”
“well who are they talking to?” Because I
Black girls began to be pretty and big and
don’t see myself as light skin, I don’t see
black hair…black girls in the 70s, we left the
myself as dark skin, but if I were to describe
place of…when I was little girl remembering myself, it’s not going to be light skin, I would
the place of color, the bright skin girl with the
just say I’m brown skin…It was at a family
long hair, so... it went to “hey anything goes
reunion, I was young and several people who
I’m black and I’m Proud…I remember when did not know me because we had a very large
we were bussed and that’s what brought the
family just walked up to me saying “now
skin color thing out for us. After King died,
whose child are you because you don’t look
the bussing situation, after the Montgomery
like nobody around here” so all of a sudden
march, the bussing situation was ultimate and
I’m like 10 or 11 and I’m saying “I don’t”
so they were bussing us from my high school because this is my mother’s side and they are
to the majority white schools, we would ask
all dark, that was my first time really giving
why are we over here because we were not
consideration to the color of my skin. I lost a
interested in being there, we were some of the
little bit of a sense of belonging in that
first generation of kids to be bussed so that
particular arena because they all were dark, I
made us know we were being bussed for our
just had never paid it any attention until they
race, not because you want us for our
couldn’t put me with anybody…When I was
intellect. It made us cling together because
in my master’s program and I was taking a
now you bussed us into that environment but
class on group therapy I was one of two
you couldn’t separate us because we weren’t
blacks in that class, we had to do a group
ready to separate…I have a darker skin mom session and somehow we chose racism, I then
and skin color didn’t matter in my
realized as we did the session all this stuff
home…now let me tell you what did matter, I was coming out of me that I didn’t even know
had some uncles and my middle sister is a fair
was there because at first the conversation
girl and the rest of us are brown to dark skin was real surface but then I started bringing up
like my mom and they would for whatever
things and realizing that it wasn’t a passion
reason coming out of that old mind, would
for me until we started talking about issues
often handle her different than how they
and they started dismissing it. I started giving
would handle us, but my mom was such an
examples that “yes racism still exist” and its
authoritative and it would be known that you
subtle and the more I talked the more
would not divide her children by color…
passionate I became because what I realized
However we did seem to see some social
is they were totally oblivious to it and that
tendency even with football games and you
kind of riled me…What’s interesting is that I
would see the cheerleaders would pick the
felt like because I raised those issues, now
lighter girls out front but as you moved more
they saw me as black. You know these were
to the 70s you saw that decreasing and life
people that I was in this program with so I
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began to change, I do remember a little of it,
had established relationships but it was now
not in my home because my home was a
this “ok now you are one of the black ones. I
female dominate home and you weren’t going didn’t feel as close to them anymore…color
to handle her children like that…The 70s was to me then mattered and I didn’t know that it
a good era for me, I enjoyed it…it brought a
would but I felt it…If you bring up racism it
sense of confidence, it brought a sense of race
brings to bear accountability because if we
and ethnic exclusivity, which I think helped
both agree that it is a problem now you bring
me in the place of when I went to nursing
me into a level of accountability of doing
school and stepped in a primary Caucasian
something about it. If I act like it doesn’t exist
world. I had a good confidence and a good
then I don’t have to do anything about it. But
build up.
when it comes to colorism I don’t know if we
don’t talk about it as much as we talk about it
- Mrs. G
within our circles, we talk about it as a matter
of fact and not an issue to be addressed or
fixed like racism but as a matter of fact. There
are places we go if we are on a trip in the car
literally this is 2019 and there are still places
when you are driving you say “ no we aren’t
turning off on that street.” You shouldn’t feel
like that in America but that still exists.
- Dr. PL
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Chapter 5
Conclusions
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018), during the 2013-14
academic year, Black women were the highest group of bachelor’s-degree earners with 64%,
which was more than all of their counterparts both male and female. Also, according to the
NCES (2018), from 2009-10 Black women earned 68% of associate degrees, 66% of bachelor’s
degrees, 71% of master’s degrees and 65% of doctoral degrees awarded to Black students.
Likewise, the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation: Black Women’s Roundtable
(2014) reports that between the years 1997 and 2010, Black women led all the women in the
nation in the number of business startups and revenue growth.
Black women are one of the most educated groups of individuals in the United States, yet
there has not been much research in the educational psychology field on the professional identity
development of this particular group of individuals. As noted in chapters one through four,
previous research has shown how the Black superwoman persona can yield both positive and
negative effects on the lives of professional Black women. In the workplace, women who ascribe
to this persona were perceived as friendlier and able to “get the job done”. However, they were
also expected to handle twice as much work with little to no support (Harris-Perry, 2014; Lewis
et al., 2012; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
Previous research has also shown that Black women adopted this “superwoman” persona
as a way of combating the negative stereotypes that portrayed Black women as being lazy and
overly aggressive within the workplace (Collins, 2000, 2004; Harris-Perry, 2014; ReynoldsDobbs et al., 2008; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Previous research in the field of colorism has
shown how this cultural phenomenon has had negative effects on the lives of Black women in
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the areas of educational attainment and employment (Harrison & Thomas, 2009; Hannon et al.,
2013; Hunter, 2002, 2007, 2015; Thompson & Keith, 2001). The purpose of this Black feminist
narrative inquiry study was to explore how colorism informed the Black superwoman persona
and how that relationship influenced the professional identity development of Black women.
I interviewed five African-American women (between the ages of 40 and 65), who had a
higher-level post-secondary degree and who lived in urban areas within the Mid-South tri-state
region of Tennessee, Arkansas and Mississippi. Narrative inquiry was the methodology
employed for this dissertation. A structural narrative analysis and pieces of a thematic analysis
were used to analyze the data that was produced through the data collection phase. From those
analyses five themes emerged that were common across the five participants: (1) perceptions of
the strong Black woman, (2) characteristics of the successful Black woman/strong Black woman,
(3) childhood experiences as motivation for success, (4) the role of female models in the
formation of superwoman, and (5) race and the self. In this chapter I covered the implications,
limitations and future research.
Research Questions
The research questions that guided this dissertation were:
1. How does colorism inform the ways in which Black women adhere to the superwoman
syndrome in their professional lives?
2. How does the effects of colorism influence the ways in which women who ascribe to the
Black superwoman persona build their professional identity?
3. How is colorism a factor in the formation of a professional Black woman’s identity once
she reaches a certain level in her career?
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All three of my research questions can be answer with a simple no. For these participants,
colorism does not seem to inform superwoman persona nor does it seem to impact their
professional identity development. At the beginning of this study and throughout the proposal
process, I was on course to conduct a study that focused on colorism, the Black superwoman
persona and Black women’s professional identity development. I went into the study with the
perception that colorism would play a major role in the formation of the superwoman persona
and in women’s professional identity development. I can respectfully say that is not the case with
this study.
For this group of women, and I will assume for women of this generation, colorism is not
an issue but rather a fact that seems to have no impact on their professional identity
development. They grew up in the 1970s and 1980s and are part of the “Black is Beautiful”
generation, which embraced Afrocentric features and saw beauty in all types of people across the
wide spectrum of color within the community (Monk, 2014; Wilder, 2010). Although they did
remember some small instances of colorism, for this group of women those things did not seem
to have any impact on how they viewed themselves or how they perceived how other people
treated them.
For these women, their early childhood experiences, as well as the female models in their
lives, had the greatest impact on their professional identity development and the superwoman
persona each had adopted for themselves. Their experiences, whether positive or negative,
motivated this group of women to become successful. For some, success was an unspoken
expectation that was reinforced by the people and places their parents exposed them to. For
others, success was their ticket out of the impoverished lifestyle they were raised in. The women
chose to either follow the models in their lives and exhibit perseverance over the obstacles they
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saw the other women in their lives overcome, or, they chose to create their own path and create a
better life for themselves and their children that was completely different than the female models
they witnessed. The participants gave voice to very similar sets of principles that have guided
them to become the women they are today.
Implications
Although my original research questions were not answered because the study evolved in
a different direction, there were still areas of implications that this study does contribute to. This
next section outlined the theoretical, practical and cultural implications of this dissertation.
Theoretical and Practical Implications
Theoretically and practically this study was seeking to explore these topics from the
higher education perspective and career development to help with the advancement of women of
color. Through this research, the impact of childhood experiences on the career development of
successful black women emerged as an area worth studying. Many of the participants viewed
their childhood experiences as forms of motivation to become successful later in life. Whether
their overall experience was a positive one in which all of their basic needs were met, or whether
it was a difficult one in which they experienced life without having their basic needs met, each
participant used those experiences as motivation to reach their goals.
This study will add to the research on African-American women and leadership in that
other Black women leaders have cited their families and childhood experiences as being
contributing factors to their later success in life (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). This study will also
add to the research on colorism with its finding that colorism is being viewed as a more historical
concept for some generations of Black women. For these participants, and maybe more women
in their generation, colorism was viewed as a common fact that happened during their early

91

childhood and not as a current issue like racism, with many people of color still being
purposefully discriminated against today (Monk, 2014).
Cultural Implications
This study has implications on the cultural level by adding to the research surrounding
Black women’s professional identity. One of the initial focuses was to ultimately create a
professional Black woman’s identity model through the collected data. This model will add to
the research by bringing together common principles that many professional Black women have
used to govern their lives.
Following Kaplan (2014) Dynamic Systems Theory and employing common standards
across the participants, the following is a draft of what could potentially become a professional
Black women identity model. This model would consist of four driving principles. The first
principle – purpose and goals – would consist of the individual Black woman thriving in times of
challenge and supporting others along the journey to success. The second principle – selfperceptions and definitions – would consist of the Black woman being confident, courageous,
self-aware and true to herself at all time. She would need to have a standard of excellence for
how she governs her duties at work and at home and she must be intentional with everything that
she wants to accomplish.
Within the third principle – perceived action possibilities – the individual Black woman
would adopt these principles: be capable of taking care of self and others, always prepared no
matter what, be mindful of how she treats others and of her appearance, and be both nurturing
and supportive while also aggressive with thick skin and know when and where to display those
characteristics.
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The last principle – ontological and epistemological beliefs – would consist of the
individual Black woman having a faith system that keeps her grounded and helps her balance her
work and family life while believing that she is capable of being at the table to make the
important decisions.
Each of these were principles that the participants expressed as essential to being
successful in the workplace and in life in general. These principles were standards that were
passed along from the female models in their lives, as well as principles the women gained
through experiences. This passing along of knowledge from one generation of women to the next
reaffirms the literature surrounding the Black superwoman persona as well as Black feminist
theory, which acknowledges a shared common knowledge within the Black women community.
This shared common knowledge is extended from the mothers, aunts, grandmothers and other
female members to the younger Black girls as a way to help the youngers girls prepare to
navigate the outside world (Abrams et al., 2014; Collins, 2000; Thomas & King, 2007). The
formation of this model will help add to the literature surrounding the career advancement of
Black women (Clarke, Hyde, & Drennan, 2013; Combs, 2003; Davis & Maldonado, 2015;
Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2015;).
Limitations
There were several limitations that I addressed within this dissertation. One of the major
limitations that became apparent during the recruitment phase was the qualifications and the
perception of success that was used to pursue potential participants. As I began to recruit
participants, it became apparent that I did not have as much access as I thought I would to
women who fit into the age range (50 to 65) and the education range (degrees: masters, doctoral,
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etc…). I discovered that many of the women I identified as successful Black women either did
not meet the age requirement or they did not hold a higher-level degree.
The degree issue raised a question that eventually became an interview question that dealt
with the perception of success and education within the African-American community. One of
my participants mentioned that in her family she was the first person to go to college but she did
not consider those women who were not able to go to college any less successful. A limitation to
this study was the fact that I only interviewed women who would be considered privileged
relative to their educational achievement. I did not consider the women who were indeed
successful but may not have had the opportunity to attend school because of circumstances.
Another limitation to this dissertation was the generational differences and the
perceptions of colorism between the participants and the researcher. As noted in my positionality
statement, I started this study with a perception of colorism that was completely different from
my participants. I perceived colorism to be a major factor in the formation of these women’s
professional identity development. I made the assumption that because my participants were
from an older generation they would have had more influences from the different effects of
colorism. I did not consider that their interpretation of colorism would be different from my own.
My participants are from the “Black is Beautiful” (Monk, 2014; Wilder, 2010) time period and
they viewed colorism as a matter of fact and not an issue like racism. One participant (Michelle)
could not answer one of my general questions about colorism because she had never thought
about those things before.
Going through this interview process has challenged the way in which I view colorism. I
now see it as an evolving construct similar to that of racism in that neither of these two concepts
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is plagued with overt instances like the days of old. Both can be viewed in very systematic ways
like dating preferences and housing practices.
Future Research
Through this dissertation several concepts emerged that are worthy of future research.
First is the perception of success and education, which I addressed as a limitation of this study. It
would be worth studying all types of women and examining what they view as success or strong
Black women. Four of my five participants mentioned how their mothers and aunts were strong
successful women and how they were thrivers despite their circumstances. Although the
participants pursued higher-level degrees and careers, the women they admired and thought were
successful would not have met the qualifications for this study. A study should be conducted that
explores those women’s life journeys and how they perceive success.
Another concept that emerged from this study that is worth exploring is the perception of
femininity and Black women. On several occasions and across participants, it was mentioned
that there are some African-American men who do not perceive Black women as being feminine
and soft and that those are reasons why those African-American men have chosen to date White
women. Also mentioned was an association of aggression with Black women that reaffirms the
literature surrounding the stereotypes of Black women. Another study on the association of
femininity and Black women could explore the origins of these associations and their depth. I
suspect that this association extends to as deep as we associate the color black with darkness and
white with purity. Further research and study will be conducted to examine this concept.
Additional research also could explore the dual roles that Black women in leadership
exhibit. Within this study, one of my participants observed that as a Black female leader one has
to be nurturing yet aggressive, however, one cannot be too soft because people will think you
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cannot get the job done; and if you are too aggressive, then people will not listen to you. I find
having to walk this tightrope very intriguing and it would be worth examining the leadership
practices of Black women in leadership roles. Further research could explore this concept from
different lenses. There is potential to research Black women in leadership and spacing. A study
could explore the ways in which Black women in these positions are situating themselves within
predominantly Whites spaces and how those experiences influence the ways they are
conceptualizing their professional identity and literal voice.
Finally, more research is warranted on the impact of childhood experiences on the lives
of successful Black women across age ranges, delving into how that impacts their self-efficacy
as well as their motivation for success. As mentioned in the implications, all of the study’s
participants acknowledged the impact their childhood had on their later lives. Further research
can be conducted that explores this concept across the age ranges.
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Appendix A
Interview Guide 1
1. Who are you?
a. Where are you from?
2. Describe what life was like for you growing up.
a. What is your community like?
3. How would you describe your skin color?
4. Tell me about the first time you were made aware of your skin color.
a. How did that make you feel?
5. Describe how you felt about your skin color when you were younger.
6. How do you feel about it now?
a. What has changed or stayed the same?
7. Describe what you think it means to be an African-American woman in your generation.
a. What facts have helped you think this way?
8. What do you think it means to be a black superwoman?
a. Do you think this persona is something that black women chose to take on or was
it something that we had no choice in being?
b. What characteristics make someone a black superwoman?
c. Was your mom a black superwoman?
i. Why do you think so?
9. How do you think society views African-American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
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a. How do you think the Black community views African-American women in terms
of beauty and/or beauty standards?
b. How does that make you feel?
10. What assumptions do you think people have about light-skinned people?
a. What assumptions do you think people have about dark-skinned people?
11. Tell me about an experience where you felt that someone made an assumption about you
because of your skin color.
a. How did that make you feel?
b. Why do you think they assumed that about you?
c. Do you think your experience would have been different if you were a man?
12. How do you think your skin color has affected your life?
a. Personal relationships?
13. What do you think it means to be labeled as a “strong black woman?”
a. Did you choose that for yourself or did people just begin to say that about you and
you just went with it?
14. Tell me about your career journey.
a. How did you get to where you are now?
b. Do you think your skin color has affected your journey in any way?
c. Have there been certain unspoken standards that you feel like as a black woman
you must adhere to?
i. What are they?
ii. Why do you think they are like that?
15. What are some assumptions that society makes about “strong black women?”
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a. Why?
16. Describe a time in which you felt as if you had to be everything for everyone in every
aspect of your life.
a. How did that make you feel?
b. What factors do you think led you to believe you had to act that way?
17. Describe your experiences as being a Black woman in the work place.
a. How have you coped with the pressures of your job?
b. Did you have a mentor to prepare you for the workplace?
18. Who did you pick for your photos?
19. What makes these women strong?
20. How did they impact the way you view yourself?
a. How did they influence your career journey?
21. Describe a time when you witnessed them in action.
a. How did that make you feel?
22. What characteristics about them do you see in yourself?
23. Has there ever been a time when you would discuss skin color or what it means to be a
black woman in the workplace?
24. What advice would you give a black woman who wants to be successful?

108

Interview Guide 2 (Dr. PL)
1. How do you think the society views African American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
a. The black community?
b. How does that make you feel?
2. What are some general assumptions that people have about light-skinned people?
a. Dark-skinned people?
b. Where do you think these come from?
3. Describe what you think it means to be an African-American woman in your generation.
a. What experiences have helped you think this way?
4. You mentioned in our last interview that the women in your family weren’t just
survivors, they were thrivers. What is the difference between surviving and thriving and
have you seen that in other black women outside of your family? If so, how?
5. What do you think it means to be labeled as a “strong black woman” or as a “successful
black woman?”
a. Was this something you chose for yourself?
6. What are some common stereotypes of black women?
a. Do you think there is some truth to these? If so, how?
b. How have you chosen to combat them?
7. In our last interview you mentioned this assumption about black women not being soft,
what about black women doesn’t equate softness or submission?
a. Where do you think this type of thinking comes from?
8. What does being successful mean to you?
a. Is having an education important?
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Interview Guide 2 (Queen Bee)
1. How do you think the society views African-American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
a. The black community?
b. How does that make you feel?
2. What are some general assumptions that people have about light skinned people?
a. Dark-skinned people?
b. Where do you think these come from?
3. In our last interview, you mentioned your childhood experiences and how you felt like
your mother did not take care of you and your sister. How do you think your childhood
experiences have affected you now?
4. In our last interview you mentioned being married and going to school and taking on
many different roles. How did your career and home life balance out? How did you
mange to balance it all?
5. What do you think it means to be labeled as a “strong black woman” or as a “successful
black woman?
a. Was this something you chose for yourself?
6. Thinking about your career journey and all of the places you have been, can you describe
your experiences of being a black woman in these different spaces?
a. How did that make you feel?
7. What does being successful mean to you?
a. Is having an education important?
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8. In our last interview, you mentioned that there is a difference between how men and
women, specifically black men and women, view the strong black woman. Why do you
think there is a difference between them?
a. Where do you think this difference comes from?
9. Thinking back to your three pictures, why did you pick those three women and what
about those women inspired you?
a. How do you see parts of yourself in them?
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Interview Guide 2 (Grace)
1. How do you think the society views African-American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
a. The black community?
b. How does that make you feel?
2. In our last interview, you mentioned that you see a difference in how the black
community views hair. What is this difference and where do you think it comes from?
a. What has been your experience with it?
3. In our last interview, you mentioned how going to medical school was a shocker for you.
So as a black woman what was your experience like there?
a. As far as race and then overall?
4. You mentioned in our last interview that there is this assumption that black women are
angry. Where does that angry characteristic come from?
a. What does that title mean to you?
5. In our last interview, when you mentioned who you were, you mentioned being a wife,
mother, a physician, etc… How have you balanced your work and home life throughout
your career journey?
a. Was this the same for your medical school journey?
6. In our last interview, you mentioned how there are some men that view white women as a
prize. As a black woman how does that make you feel?
a. When you hear that or see it what do you think?
7. What does being successful mean to you?
a. Is having an education important?
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Interview questions (Michelle)
1. How do you think the society views African-American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
a. The black community?
b. How does that make you feel?
2. In our last interview, you mentioned being the top African-American student in your
class and how there was this ranking system you didn’t agree with. Why didn’t you agree
with it?
a. How did that make you feel? What was your experience with that?
3. You also mentioned being a very guarded person growing up and even sometimes now.
Where did this guardedness come from?
4. In our last interview, you mentioned your very amazing career journey. Can you describe
your experiences as being a black woman on this journey?
a. How was your work environment?
b. How were the people you have had to deal with?
5. How have you balanced your home life with your work life?
a. What has been your most challenging thing?
6. What does being successful mean to you?
a. Is having an education important?
7. How do you think society views the successful black woman?
8. What advice would you give someone who is striving to be successful?
9. Have there been any unspoken standards that you feel that as a black woman you have
had to adhere to whether in the workplace or in life in general?
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Interview questions (Mrs. G)
1. How do you think the society views African-American women in terms of beauty and/or
beauty standards?
a. The black community?
b. How does that make you feel?
2. In our last interview, you mentioned how you have worn many different hats over your
life. How have you been able to balance it all?
3. Can you tell me about your experience being the first black student council president of
the student government?
a. How was that being a black woman in that space?
4. In our last interview you mentioned that there was this shift in the way people viewed
color in the 70s. Can you describe the first time you were aware of your skin color?
a. How did that make you feel?
5. You also mentioned that you grew up in a female-dominated home. What do you think it
means to be labeled as a “strong black woman” or as a “successful black woman?”
a. Was this something you chose for yourself?
6. What are some common stereotypes of black women?
a. Do you think there is some truth to these? If so how?
b. How have you chosen to combat them?
7. What does being successful mean to you?
a. Is having an education important?
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8. In our last interview, when talking about your three photos, you mentioned how you
admired different aspects of those women. What about those women do you see in
yourself?
a. What advice have they given you about navigating the world around you?
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Appendix B
Consent Form
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
The woman in the mirror: A narrative inquiry exploration of the black superwoman
phenomena, colorism and professional identity development.

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about the black superwoman persona,
colorism and professional identity development. You are being invited to take part in this
research study because of your experiences with the black superwoman persona and colorism
throughout your lifespan. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of about six
people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Sara L. Benson of the University of Memphis Department
of Educational Psychology. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Denise Winsor. There are
no other people that will assist with the research of this study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to examine how colorism informs the black superwoman persona
and how that impacts the professional identity development of professional black women.
By doing this study, we hope to learn more about the ways in which colorism informs the black
superwoman persona and how that impacts professional identity development.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
There are no foreseeable reasons why you should not take part in this study
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
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The research procedures will be conducted in the Mid-south area and surrounding regions. We
will meet at the space of YOUR choosing three times during this study. The first visit will be
approximately THIRTY to FORTY-FIVE minutes; this is NOT an interview, this will be a
meeting. The second visit will be approximately ONE hour and this IS an interview, and the
third visit will be approximately ONE hour and this IS an interview. The total amount of time
you will be asked to volunteer for this study is TWO HOURS and FORTY-FIVE minutes
over the next THREE months.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
Each participant is being asked to sit for two interviews for this study. The first interview will
last about one hour and the second interview will last about one hour. Each participant will be
asked to provide three photos of women they admire and have influenced their lives before the
first interview and these photos will be used during the first interview. Each participant will be
asked questions about their personal experiences with the black superwoman persona and
colorism. Each interview will be audio recorded.
Each participant must be comfortable with providing the three photos for their first interview.
Each participant will be given a pseudonym that will be used throughout the interview process
and only the participant and the researcher will view the three photos.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
However, you may find some questions we ask you to be upsetting or stressful. If so, we can tell
you about some people who may be able to help you with these feelings.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society as a whole better understand
this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering. As a student, if you decide not to take part in this study, your choice will have no
effect on you academic status or grade in the class.
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IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the
combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written
materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other
identifying information private.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave us information, or what that information is. All transcripts and recordings will be
secured in a locked file cabinet away from anyone who is not allowed access to the research
material. All information will be kept private to the extent allowed by the law. In the event that
data is destroyed, no identify information will be saved.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to
other people. For example, the law may require us to show your information to a court or to tell
authorities if you report information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to
yourself or someone else. Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to
people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from
such organizations as the University of Memphis.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
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If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur
if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your being in the study
is more risk than benefit to you, or if the agency funding the study decides to stop the study early
for a variety of scientific reasons.
ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER
RESEARCH STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research study. It is
important to let the investigator know if you are in another research study. You should also
discuss with the investigator before you agree to participate in another research study while you
are enrolled in this study.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Sara Benson, at 901-318-8894 or
slbenson@memphis.edu. You can also contact the faculty advisor, Denise Winsor, at
dwinsor@memphis.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this
research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-6782705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT
AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change your
willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may be asked to
sign a new informed consent form if the information is provided to you after you have joined the
study.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
Each participant will be given a pseudonym for the purposes of representation of the data at the
end of the research project. However, we will use a part of their interview during the
representation part. If the participant is uncomfortable with this procedure they may choose to
not participate with the research project. All transcripts and recordings will be secured in a
locked file cabinet that only the investigator will have access to throughout the study.
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_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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____________
Date

